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Foreword 
In her book - Singapore - Turnbull (1989, xiii) has commented that "in 
building up loyalties to the new state, Singaporeans concentrated on the 
present and future, neglecting their history, which originated under European 
colonial rule, with many of its Asian traditions and values also stemming 
from alien cultures." 
This neglect that Turnbull writes of was one of the reasons for this study. 
This thesis attempts to redress this imbalance by analysing the development 
of ethnic dance in Singapore's historical context. 
Tamney, writing as a sociologist, states that "Singapore is especially 
interesting because in recent years the process of designing a Singaporean 
culture has become more self-conscious and thus open to study. (1996, x) 
Another reason for this study was that the process of cultural development is 
an important contemporary social and political issue that Singaporeans are 
becoming increasingly conscious of. 
This study looks at one aspect of Singaporean culture - dance, viz., the 
cultural dances of the three main ethnic communities in Singapore -
Chinese, Indian and Malay. These communities did not make a distinction 
in the nature of their dances as to whether they were folk or ethnic. These 
two concepts were always subsumed into a unity that for the purpose of this 
study will be termed 'ethnic/cultural dance'. 
Siddique (1990, viii) has noted: "That Singapore is predicated on the 
principles of multi-ethnic, multi-lingual, multi-religious distinctions is 
obvious even to the casual visitor." In order to understand dance in the 
Singaporean community requires some depth of understanding of 
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Singapore's history and the paper gives due attention to that history, a 
history which as Turnbull reminds us, has been 'neglected' for so long. 
The political struggles of the 1950s and 1960s and the economic prosperity 
of the 1970s affected the social environment, i.e., the cultural activities 
within the community and thus, the development of dance. It therefore made 
the political, economic, and social environment inseparable from this study 
of Singaporean dance. In fact, they were the major influences in dance 
development during the years after the Second World War right into the era 
ofthe 1970s. 
In studying the development of dance within the cultural activities m 
Singapore, this thesis has focused much of its research on the area of 
Singapore's early history (in Chapter 3), to learn about the formation of 
Singapore and its various ethnic communities. After World War II, the 
political, economic and social issues were the main 'back drop' for any 
cultural activity such as dance. It is natural therefore, that they become an 
important part of the study. 
This study has dealt with the development of dance in the political, social 
and economic context of Singapore's history from the 1940's to the 1970's. 
However, this study has not dealt in detail with the changes within dance 
forms that were simultaneously occurring while the broaaer developments, 
discussed and analysed in this thesis, were taking place. This has been 
deliberate, as this area is a vast one that was beyond the limits of this study. 
In fact, it was apparent to this researcher, that therein lay a further field of 
research deserving of lengthy attention in its own right. 
II 
Chapter 1 
Introduction 
... leading to the study 
1.1 Traditions of Dance in Singapore 
Singapore, as an independent country since 1965, has a relatively short 
history. Before it gained independence, it had been colonized by the British 
for about a century before World War I and occupied by the Japanese during 
World War II. After World War II, the British returned to rule Singapore 
until it gained self-government in 1959, and then independence in 1965. 
British rule had the greatest impact on the country's development, starting 
with Stamford Raffles, who proclaimed it a free port after he landed in 
Singapore in 1819. As a free port, many traders came from Central Asia and 
South-East Asia and this started the immigration pattern, which formed what 
sociologists term the 'poly-ethnic' 1 nature of society on this island. 
Singapore is known as a multi-racial society, formed by immigrants 
attracted to its growing economy. Economic prosperity has provided .. 
political stability. The geographical location of this small island has also 
been vital in the development of its economic, political and social 
environment. Since its foundation, Singapore has always been vibrant as it 
progressed from a trading port to a prosperous city-state. 
Currently, Singapore has a population compnsmg of third- or fourth-
generation descendants of the immigrants. Although Singapore is on the 
Malay Archipelago, surrounded by Malay-speaking people and has Malay as 
the National language, it is predominantly a Chinese city, with substantial 
minorities of Indians and Malays. These three races generally remain 
physically distinctive, and each of them has its own culture, customs, rituals 
and traditions.2 
1 Siddique, 1982,2-4, for the use of the term 'poly-ethnic'. 
2 Siddique, 1982, 3-4, for the categorization of the different races in Singapore. 
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Singaporean culture has its roots in China, India, Indonesia and Malaysia. 
Dance and other performing arts of these cultures followed the immigrants 
to Singapore. Consequently, Singapore has acquired the traditions of the 
cultural dances3 of the Chinese, Indians and Malays. 
Throughout Singapore's modern history, English has been the language of 
government. Its educational organizations, law and parliamentary form of 
government have all been derived from the English system. The western 
dance form - classical ballet - was also introduced to Singapore during the 
time of British rule and found its way into the local community. However, 
though it is acknowledged that Europeans have made this contribution to 
dance culture, Singaporean dance has essentially been drawn from eastern 
influences. 
Although there have been cultural activities of the three races since the turn 
of the century, there is not much recorded evidence of community cultural 
activities prior to the First World War. There were social dances organised 
by the Europeans. Backhouse, in writing about the early years' domestic life 
in Singapore, has c.ommented that "dinner parties, occasional balls and 
amateur theatrical entertainments varied the monotony of domestic life." 
(1972, 48) 
Between the First and Second World Wars there was some, but yet not 
much, evidence of cultural dance presentations. As for ethnic performances, 
Bhaskar, in the 'Singapore Festival of Dance' programme, has mentioned 
that "only one Indian dance group and several Indonesian dance groups 
performed in Singapore on their international tours before the Second World 
War. During the war years, small dance groups from Britain and India 
3 Foreword, I:19-24 
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visited Singapore to entertain their soldiers, but during the Japanese 
Occupation all such visits ceased." (1985, 32) 
Mr. Paul Abisheganaden, a prominent pioneer m Singapore's arts scene, 
recalls that during the time of the Japanese Occupation of Singapore a series 
of Japanese music concerts were staged in which he himself participated.4 
These, as well as radio, newsreel, and educational films, all served as part of 
Japanese propaganda. As such, they are not considered by commentators to 
be ethnically authentic. 
When Singapore was returned to the British after the Second Word War in 
1945, the government did not encourage any cultural development. 
Community cultural activities were very scarce in post-war Singapore. Any 
cultural activity if at all, was by amateur dramatic societies who were 
European and English speaking, as were their audiences. As a result, 
Singapore's local and international reputation was that of being a 'culturally 
empty land'. 
The lack of cultural activities was caused by an economic, political, and 
social environment that did not allow nor encourage the development of 
cultural heritages Singapore already possessed. Josey (1979, 12), when 
writing about the people of Singapore, claimed that "affluent, hardworking, 
intelligent, talented, the average Singaporean is also not only graceless, he 
knows nothing of the quality of life. He reads few books, seldom buys even 
one a year (most homes have no book shelf), rarely goes to a musical show, 
does not patronize the arts." 
4 Chapter 5, Socio-Political Context, 42:21-25, 43:1 
3 
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After independence in 1965, the government made English one of the 
official languages together with Mandarin, Malay and Tamil. English was 
perceived to be Singaporeans' 'passport' to modernization and indeed, 
western influence has been overpowering in developing Singapore. Tran 
(1978, 10) in writing about the influence of the west in Asia, has commented 
that "the colonized people suffered from an inferiority complex and 
consequently imitated those who forcefully dominated them, in the belief 
that because their conqueror's technology was superior to their own, their 
culture must also be superior. Thus progress and modernization were 
confused with Westernization." 
1.2 Background to the Research Problem 
Singapore, as a state and country, has always been faced with the issue of 
survival. Since the arrival of Raffles in 1819, it has had to fight for survival. 
Turnbull called it 'an unwanted child', and said that "foisted upon the 
English East India Company; Singapore managed to survive and flourish ... 
Her prosperity and sometimes even her existence were threatened many 
times." (1989, xii) In the beginning, there was opposition to the settlement, 
from the Dutch, and from British authorities5 who were afraid that Raffles' 
action would provoke Dutch armed attack. 
During the Japanese Occupation, the people of Singapore also learnt to 
survive in a difficult social environment. It was recorded by Backhouse that 
"the struggle to survive made each man (sic) distrust his neighbour. Some, 
desperate for money, became police informers; others resorted to blackmail, 
playing on the universal fear ofthe secret police, the Kempeitai." (1972, 59) 
5 The East India Company's administration in Penang and the Board of Control in London, Turnbull, 
1989, 9-11 
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With the return of the British in 1945 and after self-government in 1959, 
economic survival was of primary importance, and the focus on economics 
was seen as being crucial to Singapore's survival. In terms of cultural 
development, the government recognised the vital importance of racial and 
religious tolerance and cultural harmony, and implemented cultural policies 
to support that position. 
The government, in the circumstances of the time, saw economic 
development as of the most immediate importance to the realisation of this 
aim. Cultural policy that existed was relegated to a more minor position, but 
nevertheless, the government did introduce some important initiatives. After 
the achievement of self-government in 1959, the Ministry of Culture was 
formed and from 1960 onwards, there was a Cultural Festival almost every 
year for the presentation of all the dominant ethnic cultures which 
constituted Singapore. Multi-cultural dance companies of the People's 
Association and the National Theatre were formed in 1968 and the National 
Dance Company in 1970.6 
The Singapore Youth Festival was introduced in 196T, initiated by the 
Ministry of Education, and included opportunities to encourage schools to 
introduce and develop dance in their extra-curricular activity (ECA) 
programmes. However, there was no structured curriculum, and as a result, 
" its success depended on the individual teacher's ability, training and level of 
enthusiasm. Like those of the schools, dance activities in the community 
were left to the social organisations, independent cultural dance groups, and 
individual artistes. 
6 Chapter 6, Cultural Activities, 100:3-4, 16-17, and 103:7-9. 
7 In 1949, the Singapore Teachers Union started the first Youth Drama and Music Festival 
Competition, but it was not until1960, at the fifth Drama and Music Festival that schools from all four 
language streams participated. When the Ministry took over the organization, dance was included. 
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Initially, cultural dances in Singapore were the same as, or improvised from, 
those performed in their countries of origin. Dance resources were limited 
and dancers from each of the racial groups learned from direct observation. 
The Chinese Singaporeans, in the absence of dance teachers, imitated dances 
seen in Chinese movies and whenever they were available, from Chinese 
dance scripts. The Indian Singaporeans had teachers visiting from India, but 
this was far and wide between, and so were only taught to imitate the dances 
of the regions from which the teachers came. There is very little written 
record, but individual accounts tell of how Malay dance was passed from 
one generation to the other. As Singapore is surrounded by countries with a 
predominantly Malay culture, it would be reasonable to assume that 
Singapore Malay dance was coloured by fashions and cultural influences 
prevailing in these countries. 
Because all of the three ethnic dances, identified as the focus of this study, 
have come from other lands, any study of these dances inevitably includes 
reference to the country of origin. As a result, the development of dance in 
Singapore has, for the most part, been along distinctive racial and cultural 
lines. 
Concern was expressed, by the people and the officials of Singapore, after 
1959's self-government, to create a 'New Malayan culture' 8 combining 
elements of Chinese, Indian and Malay culture£. Chua (1989, 52) noted that 
"since then, multi-culturalism has been one of the most discussed and 
experimented theme in the dance community of Singapore." This was 
especially so when Singapore gained independence in 1965, that as all races 
were now 'Singaporean' there should be an identifiable dance form that 
could be called Singaporean. 
8 A concern since the 1960 Cultural Festival, AR 033, me 924/59, 0006, 0100, and Chua, 1990, 124. 
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In the hope of providing opportunity for deeper interaction to promote 
multiculturalism, some dance practitioners attempted to blend the 
movements characteristic of diverse cultural dances into what they thought 
was a uniquely Singaporean form. However, these attempts have yet to gain 
any widespread acceptance as an expression of Singaporean identity in 
dance. There is, instead, greater acceptance of Singapore as a heterogeneous 
population that encompasses, and allows, its different dance forms to 
flourish independently yet harmoniously. Lee Kuan Yew, then the Prime 
Minister, in an interview said: "I think we had better face it. To pretend that 
we are all the same and we have all become Singaporeans, homogeneous, is 
to cheat ourselves." (in Chua, 1989, 54) 
1.3 Statement of the Research Problem 
Many dance practitioners in Singapore have involved themselves in only one 
form of dance in the same social environment. However, Hanna (1979, 3) 
states that "through communication, individuals learn a culture - the values, 
beliefs, attitudes, and behaviour a group shares. Through communication 
they also contribute to the dynamic ever-changing phenomenon of culture." 
In spite of Singapore's unique racial harmony, comparative studies of the 
three major ethnic dance forms and their development have not been of 
interest to the dance community. 
The government has focused almost exciusively on economic and social 
goals, and the people have been more interested in their daily survival and 
material achievement in life. Arts, on the whole, and dance, in particular, 
have been given a low priority in Singaporean society. Besides that, a 
'cultural cringe' attitude among some people in the dance community, where 
anything Singaporean was considered automatically inferior to anything 
from overseas, has led to only some isolated studies having been done on 
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local dance. No researcher has yet compiled a comprehensive history of 
dance in Singapore. 
In searching for a Singaporean dance form, Tan, (1994) stating the 
objectives of the Singapore Festival ofDance9, writes: "It was also intended 
to provide an opportunity for local dance groups to perform, and to stimulate 
and encourage choreographers to experiment [with] and create new dance 
forms." For the dance community to create a new 'dance form', assimilating 
the various dances, there is first a need to have a study of dance - a study 
that encompasses all the ethnic dance forms and their growth in their cultural 
communities - in Singapore. 
Most dance training in Singapore involved only the practice of the various 
dance forms that existed in the community. There was very little 
opportunity for a comprehensive study of dance. This explains why, among 
other factors, many talented local artists moved away from their homeland, 
looking to the west for higher levels of training in dance. These artistes, 
when they returned, with limited knowledge of the three ethnic dance 
cultures, mostly could not, and did not, advance into active participation in 
the ethnic dances. 
1.4 Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this research is to gain an overall impression of the whole 
Singapore dance environment as it was, as it has changed, and as it has 
developed. In order to better understand the dance culture in the three ethnic 
communities, this study investigates dance in the context of Singapore's 
social, political and economic development. As Chua (1992, 50) has 
9 The last Festival of Dance was held in Nov./Dec. 1991. It was replaced by a new biennial Festival-
The Festival of Asian Performing Arts (PAPA) which is a merger of arts events in Singapore, namely 
the Singapore Dance Festival, The Drama Festival, the Traditional Theatre Festival and the Music 
Festival. From 1998, an annual Festival of Arts has become the main event. 
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highlighted: "dance groups of all cultural backgrounds share an important 
experience in their involvement of political struggle for independence. Most 
importantly is the fact that these groups have been actively involved together 
in the process of nation building since 1965." 
This closely matched government policies for the development of Singapore 
that led them to promote a multi-racial, multi-cultural Singapore. Ng (in 
Yong, 1992, 1) has defined 'culture' as that which "consists of inherited 
social forms, ideas, customary beliefs, values, behaviour patterns and 
knowledge which influence and guide the actions and activities of a 
community or people." Dance, as part of that political cultural development 
needs to be studied through the people of the three ethnic communities that 
constitute Singapore. 
Cultural activities have, smce the late 1940s, been tied closely to the 
political, social and economic environment. Li Nong (1982, 18) comments 
that "a more probing analysis of our dance heritage could help us relate its 
development to the social, economic and political forces outside the arts." 
This study aims to analyse the cultural histories of dance in Singapore and 
record their importance in the ethnic communities, before this rich history is 
lost. 
Recording activities of the ethnic communities will serve as a useful resource 
for creating an awareness, among the younger generation, of past dance 
culture in Singapore, and give direction to the future development of dance. 
The position of dance in schools remained largely unchanged from the 
1960s until the beginning of the 1990s. Since then, government policy in 
respect to dance in schools has moved to consolidate that which already 
existed and has developed it further by allowing funding to schools for 
9 
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participation in the National Arts Council's Arts Education Programme. As 
a poly-ethnic society, Singapore's education system strives to serve the 
particular needs of such a society and equip young people to live within it. As 
Turnbull (1989, 299) has quoted, the PAP government stressed in 1959: "that 
'education must serve a purpose' and be tailored to suit society." 
Studies on dance, so far undertaken in Singapore, have concentrated mainly 
on Western Ballet and Contemporary Dance. This study seeks to redress 
this imbalance and aims to foster an historical basis for understanding local 
ethnic dance in its cultural context. It is hoped that this study will contribute 
to the understanding of the existing culture and that whatever direction 
dance in Singapore takes from this time, it will develop and reflect its 
existing culture bases. 
Singapore has established its international status m the commercial and 
financial world. In this present climate of the government's effort in 
promoting arts, it is time to look at the heritage of Singaporean cultures and 
traditions- its roots. Ong Teng Cheong (PAP, 1979, 61), then the Minister 
for Communications. and Acting Minister for Culture, wrote: "When 
referring to the roots of a growing Nation, I am referring not only to her 
popular base support but also to the quality and strength of her people - to 
their moral and cultural roots ... " This study of the history of the 
Singaporean ethnic dance community hopes to contribute to the work of 
discovering the cultural roots of Singapore's dance and preserving this 
heritage. 
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2.1 Overview 
This study is contextualised in an understanding of the multi-racial nature of 
Singapore, and its cultural communities. It looks at the development of the 
ethnic dances in Singapore through the respective ethnic communities and 
cultures that coexist within the framework of Singapore's socio-economic 
and socio-political history. 
This research has sought to identify significant histories and issues of 
Singaporean dance which include the changing place of dance, the function 
and importance of specific cultural activities in dance development, and the 
historical forces of pre- and post- independence that have determined the 
direction of dance in Singapore. The data has been collected from diverse 
sources. Extensive use was made of interviews with individuals from 
various communities, government and other organising bodies, and people 
who have been members of dance audiences, dance artistes, choreographers, 
and art administrators. 
Government policy, in its effort to promote cultural pluralism in dance, has 
underpinned the growth of dance. Consequently, use was made of 
documents including government papers, audio tapes, visual tapes and 
photographs from the National Archives, the National Arts Council and the 
People's Association. Print materials such as conference papers, journals, 
newspapers and periodicals, and book publications were used in the 
collection of data. 
2.2 Research Method 
This study is of a qualitative research design. Within the realms of this 
qualitative research, an ethnographical method was used in field research, 
since it is related to humanistic activities. Ethnography, as Bums (1994, 
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245) describes it, is the "study of a group of people for the purpose of 
describing their socio-cultural activities and patterns." 
Ethnography is concerned with the subjects under investigation in the 
general context of any culture and sub-culture within which they exist. 
Ethnographic Case Study design was used in this study since it depended 
heavily on people's knowledge, through interviews, records and documents, 
which are all brought together and are essential shared features in these 
research paradigms. The cultures of the people of Singapore are diverse. 
Integrated in this method are small historical case studies of separate bodies, 
such as the People's Association, and of the ethnic communities in what is a 
Collective Case Study. The purpose of a collective case study is to allow the 
opportunity to explore the unique history of each ethnic community. 
Adopting the historical approach, records and documents, past events and 
activities of these ethnic communities and their influence on dance are 
investigated and revealed. Stake (in Denzin & Lincoln, 1994, 237&238) 
explains that case researchers gather data based on "the nature of the case, its 
historical background, the physical setting, other contexts, including 
economic, political, legal, and aesthetic ... " which is very fitting for this 
study. 
2.3 Validity of Qualitative Research 
Taylor & Bogdan, (1984, 128) have highlighted that "data analysis is an 
ongoing process in qualitative research. Data collection and analysis go 
hand-in-hand." Therefore, immediately after each interview had been 
transcribed, and a document analysis made, detailed records of findings were 
sorted into categories and kept on file. Sorting of data and placing 
information into categories helped to make sense of the complexity of data, 
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and established the central themes, which formulated the thesis arising from 
this qualitative research. 
Validity and reliability in qualitative research can be established in several 
ways, but most importantly through triangulated research processes. This is 
a process of ensuring that the multiple viewpoints by which different 
individuals perceive things are taken into account to prevent personal mono-
dimensional perspectives. Flick (Stake in Denzin & Lincoln, 1994, 241) has 
described triangulation as " ... a process of using multiple perceptions to 
clarify meaning, verifying the repeatability of an observation or 
interpretation .... [and] also to clarify meaning by identifying different ways 
the phenomenon is being seen." 
Since this study relies heavily on human sources, interviews became an 
important part of data collection. A person's social world is one in which he 
or she, as an individual, perceives, interprets and gives meanings to the 
events of the world. Such judgements an individual makes are the result of a 
complex interaction of various forces: the events of community life; 
economic .activity; ethnic and cultural background; and other personal 
experiences. 
As a result, during interviews, informants could have omitted relevant data 
or given biased perceptions. Reliance on too few sources in this method of 
research may result in a slant and a consequent doubt as to the validity of the 
information on which the study is based. Information from multiple 
interviews, on the other hand, can be triangulated and analysed, to overcome 
this potential problem. In this study, independent confirmation from 
multiple informants in data collection was sought after to enhance validity 
and reliability. 
13 
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Besides this, there is also a tendency for the researcher to pursue a subjective 
understanding of a particular issue during the interview. This awareness 
regulated the process of field research, looking into what happens in the 
community through the perspective of the people in that particular 
environment. 
Printed materials, such as documents in government files, periodicals, 
unpublished research papers, newspapers and journal articles, are very useful 
resources. However, they are often of a specific style and tone, with many 
containing personal bias either for a particular purpose or to cater for a 
particular group of readers. After taking this into consideration during the 
process of data collection and analysis, these documents became an 
important source of data. 
2.4 Conduct of Research 
Field research was the main focus of the whole study, and is reflected in the 
treatment of the following: 
The WoJJld Dance _'96 Congress, with the theme 'New Dance from Old 
Culture', a joint effort of the World Dance Alliance and the Green Mill 
Project in Melbourne, was the first site for data collection. Presenters from 
Asian countries attended and this provided an opportunity to meet those 
involved in the dance intlustry in China, India, Indonesia and Malaysia, i.e., 
the countries in which Singaporean dances originated. Interviews with these 
participants were planned. 
In Singapore, the National Arts Council (NAC) was the first organisation 
approached. Its forerunner, the Singapore Cultural Foundation, was 
established in 1979, and was around until the present Council was formed in 
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1991 as a co-ordinating body for Singaporean cultural activities. The 
records of these organisations included information on official documents, 
such as the Report of the Advisory Council on Culture and the Arts (1989), 
and a collection of mainstream cultural activity publications. Another 
important value of the NAC was the contacts it had with practising artistes 
and active cultural bodies. These were invaluable in arranging for 
interviews. 
The present NAC also provided performance programmes, performing arts 
journals, and some unpublished research papers from its library. The 
material provided by The National Arts Council was invaluable in providing 
data on the historical development of Singaporean dance and in helping to 
gain insight into the nature and type of performances that comprised 
Singaporean dance culture 
The National University of Singapore (NUS) made available an extensive 
collection of material on the history of Malaysia and Singapore which was 
accessed and utilised. Through the NUS, contact was made with the 
department for South-East Asian studies in the university. This Department 
had a vast collection of print resources that were a result of its own extensive 
researches in South East Asian history and culture. This material had value 
for this thesis in outlining the broad sweep of issues, political and social, that 
have been at the cbre of Singapore's history and the regional background 
within which these issues took place and were resolved. 
Since the case studies were about people and their activities, interviews were 
one of the important sources of information. Interviews were conducted 
with pioneer artistes, Mr. Paul Abisheganaden, Encik Nongchik Ghani, 
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Mdm Leong How Chan, and also Mrs. Sathyalingam, 1 who came to 
Singapore in the mid-1970s. These artistes shared their experiences on 
cultural activities, which they helped to organise and participated in, in the 
early cultural environment from (slightly) before World War II, to the 1970s. 
As these interviewees had at different times been performing artistes and had 
therefore experienced first-hand the processes that form the basis of this 
thesis, their contribution was of great importance. The information, stories, 
anecdotes and impressions they were able to recall enabled comparisons to 
be made with research information from the other sources used. This often 
allowed for deeper understanding to be reached of the role of participants in 
the historical process and the prevailing mores and attitudes of the times that 
shaped Singaporean dance. 
Interviews were also arranged with Mr. Menon, who joined the Singapore 
Indian Fine Arts Society2 in 1969 and is now its senior administrator. 
Arrangement was also made to meet with the dance teachers, who came 
from India, and had been trained in Kalashetra, College of Fine Arts in 
Madras, a highly prestigious college with a fine reputation for Indian dance 
training. Two of the three dance teachers, Mr. Girish and Mrs Sita were 
interviewed, as well as two senior students of the society, Ms. Janaki and Mr 
Ajit. These interviewees contributed much to an understanding of Indian 
dance characteristics and the styles of different schools of dance. 
The People's Association (P A)3 has organised many cultural activities, and 
has thus played an important role in cultural development. Besides 
interviews conducted with its cultural official, Mdm Lim Ah Y eok and one 
of its pioneer dancer, Mdm Wang Lian Lei of the PA Dance Company, 
I Appendix 5. 
z Appendix 5. 5 
3 Appendix4 
16 
Chapter 2 
Design of the Study 
... the field research 
video tapes of the 'PA Show time' were also obtained through Mdm Lim. 
These tapes provided visual evidence of how such performances were like in 
the 1970s. The Peoples Association provided human, print and media 
resources. The information that was gleaned from this had the dual benefit 
of providing perspectives from dancer Mdm Wang Lian Lei and 
administrator Mdm Lim Ah Y eok. 
The Oral History Centre, previously Oral History Department (OHD)\ a 
body of the Singapore Heritage Board, has compiled a three-part volume 
of the 'Communities of Singapore' -- The Minority5, Indians and Malays. 
This is a comprehensive record of the social history of various ethnic 
communities based on interviews. There were about forty audiocassette 
tapes (of sixty minutes duration) used for information on the topics of 
migration and dance in the Indian and Malay communities. There were nine 
tapes on dance and ten tapes on migration for the Indian community, and 
thirteen tapes on dance and eight tapes on migration for the Malay 
community. As many of these interviews were in Tamil or Malay, help was 
needed for transcription and translation. 
These resources contributed valuable information to this research on these 
immigrants, their background and reasons for migration in the early 
twentieth century, as well as the social conditions and cultural activities in 
the community at that time. " 
The National Museum library has a wide collection of publications on 
Singapore and the surrounding region, including sociological and 
anthropological studies, with many books already out-of-print kept there as 
well. This library provided a range of materials on the three local ethnic 
4 Guide to the sources of History in Singapore, Vol. II, 47. 
5 The Armenians, Eurasians, Jews, Peranakans and Vietnamese. 
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cultures and their countries of origin. 
Photographs accessed through the Reference Room of the National 
Archives (NA)6 captured early cultural activities from the 1950s. These 
helped to create a visual impression of the cultural climate of those years. 
Other sources of information came from the National Theatre Trust Annual 
Reports 1961 to 1990 and the National Theatre Club File, kept in these 
Archives. 
The Ministry of Culture File in the National Archives was accessed and a 
great amount of information was retrieved from it. In the microfilm 
documents were memoranda between government departments, minutes of 
meetings held for cultural activities, planning and programmes of cultural 
performances, and letters to and from cultural bodies and artistes; these 
provided evidence of the government's involvement in the cultural 
development of Singapore. From here also was obtained data on the 
involvement of the government in cultural development, the bureaucratic 
processes by which they operated, and the official contributions that 
governments were responsible for. 
One of the limitations encountered in the data collection was that the 
National Theatre Club which was officially closed in the early 1990s had not 
had its file categorised for public access. Information from the Ministry of 
Culture File was restricted by 'The Official Secrets Act'. A twenty-five year 
period must elapse before the contents are allowed to be viewed by the 
public. Only those contents dated from the 1950s to the early 1970s were 
accessible during data collection. 
6 Guide to the sources of History in Singapore, Vol. II, 44. 
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2.5 Analysing Data 
As the field research progressed, a broader picture and better understanding 
of the development of ethnic dance in Singapore was formed. This 
understanding was transformed into the structure of this thesis. The 
interviews with artistes and other figures who lived through the historical 
process, participating in and contributing to it, all stressed the inter-
relationship of dance development and the other aspects of Singaporean 
society that were simultaneously occurring. The general thrust of the themes 
and analysis of the other research material reinforced this. Therefore, the 
presentation of the findings begins with an overview of Singapore's history 
and the place of dance within this. 
Then, a more in-depth outline is attempted of the role and development of 
dance. Here, a review of the collected data indicated it was best categorised 
for clarity of presentation into chapters that dealt with dance in the Socio-
Economic and Socio-Political contexts respectively. To serve this purpose 
of clarity of presentation, a final chapter in the body of the thesis is devoted 
to the intrinsic nature of the cultural activities themselves. 
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Introduction 
Though this is a study of dance development from the late 1940s to the late 
1970s, it is essential to examine briefly some elements ofthe early history of 
Singapore. A survey of this early history is necessary in developing a 
comprehensive understanding of the changing place and cultural relevance 
of dance in what has been a rapidly developing nation. Singapore has existed 
as an independent nation state only from 9 August 1965. From its earliest 
recorded history until then, Singapore had a number of rulers, the last of 
them being the British. After independence from the British, Singapore's 
growth and progress accelerated, as did the richness of its diverse ethnic 
dance cultures. 
3.1 Early Existence 
Ancient Singapore was not an independent entity. Whatever records still 
exist of ancient Singapore show it chiefly as a dependency of its 
neighbouring powers. 
Knowledge of the early history of Singapore before the arrival of the British 
is very fragmented .. Therefore, when studying Singapore's early history, 
scholars have had to identify references to Singapore in the documents of 
early traders and/or travellers. For much of this period, Chinese and Middle 
East merchants came to the region surrounding Singapore, for trade. It is 
through their writings, and those of the fifteenth century Portuguese - who 
came to the east for the spices - that scholars have been able to piece 
together a general impression of what this period of Singapore's history was 
probably like. 
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The arrival of the Portuguese coincided with the decline of the importance 
of Chinese1 and Arab2 traders. From this time on, the Portuguese supplanted 
the Chinese, and through the records they kept, were the early historians of 
the region. 
3.2 Physical Evidence 
The archaeological evidence unearthed in modem Singapore also gives some 
support to the commonly accepted view about ancient Singapore. Referring 
to the gold ornaments dug up in 1928 on Fort Canning Hill and now 
displayed in the National Museum of Singapore, Lim (in Chew & Lee, 1991, 
7) commented that " .. .the gold ornaments tell little about ancient Singapore 
except to substantiate other pieces of evidence indicating that the hill was 
part of a settlement whose links stretched to other parts of the surrounding 
archipelago." 
Other pieces of physical evidence unearthed at Fort Canning Hill suggest 
that over time, Singapore was subject to migration and occupation. Yet, by 
the time Raffles set foot on this island, it had no more than a thousand3 
inhabitants, most of whom were sea nomads. 
3.3 Singapore circa Seventh to the Sixteenth Century 
Between the seventh and thirteenth century, Singapore was a territory of the 
Srivijaya Empire4• Backhouse (1972, 37) understood this from the account 
in the Sejarah Melayu (the Malay Annals), of a Sumatran prince, San Nila 
1 In the late fourteenth century, Tai Tsu, the first Ming Emperor of China, forbade his subjects to trade 
privately in the Nanyang - southern sea - region and after that time there are few accounts written by 
Chinese travellers. Chew & Lee, 1991, 5. 
2 They lost the monopoly of trade with the arrival of European tradesmen. For many centuries, the 
eastern trade was in the hands of the Muslim traders in the Middle East. These traders bought goods 
from Malacca and the East and sold them to the traders of Venice and Genoa; they then sold the goods 
to the Europeans. Muthulingam & Tan, 1992, 32-33. 
3 Chapter 4, Socio-Economic Development, footnote 9 and 10. 
4 A Malay maritime empire of southern Sumatra, with its centre in Palembang 
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Utama or Sang Utama, who founded a settlement and called it 'Singapura' 
i.e., Lion City. 5 
At the start of the fourteenth century, the Siamese6 and Majapahif Empires 
fought for sovereignty over Singapore. By the second half of the fourteenth 
century, Singapore was a vassal state of the Majapahit Empire. Cui, in Sin 
Jia Bio Hua Ren, (1994, 2) indicates that during this time, Singapore was a 
flourishing settlement, and a busy trading port. 
By the end of the fourteenth century, the Majapahit Empire had declined 
and in tum Singapore became a vassal state of Siam. However, in the early 
fifteenth century, Siam lost control over Singapore when Iskander founded 
the Malacca Sultanate8 • Singapore then became a vassal of Malacca. 
Malacca was the centre of Malay power until its fall to the Portuguese9 in 
1511. With the fall of Malacca, Singapore too came under Portuguese 
domination. 
3.4 Early Western Control in South East Asia 
The Portuguese rule . in Malacca heralded the beginning of ·widespread 
western influence in Asia. From that time on, south-east Asian countries 
were increasingly controlled by European powers10• The Portuguese were 
s The Sumatrari prince was known as Iskmder in Malay histories and Parameswara by the Portuguese. 
He was the son of a warrior-king of Raja Chulan, who was a descendant of Alexander the great. 
He married a Majapahit princess and became ruler of theSrivijaya empire. Turnbull, 1989, 3-4. 
6 Thai power from the basin of the Menam Chao Phraya 
7 A Javanese empire, last Hindu empire of Java. 
s Since the start of the 15th c, the Malacca Sultanate gradually developed. In what year it was founded 
is disputed. The Portuguese writer, Tomes Pires, placed the founding of Malacca at different dates. 
The Sejarah Melayu (the Malay Annals) also did not fix the date. Historians too, fail to agree on the 
date. Some date it as 1403 while others date it as 1402. Muthulingam & Tan, 1992,2. 
9 The first western power to come to south-east Asia. Vasco da Gama reached India in 1498 and 
Lopez de Sequeira arrived in Malacca in 1509. Ibid., 36&39. 
1o Besides the constant rivalry among the Portuguese, Dutch and British in the Malay Peninsula, 
Indonesia, Celebes, and the spice Islands, Burma (Myanma) was ruled by British, Indo-China: 
Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam was conquered by French; and Philippines was colonized by the 
Spaniards. Siam (Thailand) was the only country that was free from foreign rule. 
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eventually ousted by the more powerful Dutch and in 1641, lost their control 
over Malacca. This was the end of their sovereignty in the East. This period 
also saw the arrival of the British, whose merchants formed the East India 
Company in 1660. They too suffered at the hands of the Dutch and were 
driven from the archipelago. 11 
The British began to prosper again as trade between India and China grew 
rapidly. Needing a half-way port-of-call between these two countries they 
established a port in Penang12 • 
3.5 British Straits Settlements 
In 1786, Penang became a British settlement. For some time, it successfully 
served the purpose of a British half-way port. 
In 1818, Raffles 13 persuaded the governor-general ofindia, Lord Hastings, to 
allow him to search for a new port in South-east Asia. On 29th January 
1819, Raffles landed on the island of Singapore and established a port, 
marking a turning point in Singapore's destiny. 
Raffles leased the island from the local Malay ruler, Temenggong1\ in 1819. 
Five years later, in 1824, a Treaty of Friendship and Alliance with the 
Sultan15 of Johore gave the British East India Company complete and 
11 However, during the war with Britain between 1780 and 1784, the Dutch lost many ships and men. 
In 1784, the Treaty of Paris broke the Dutch monopoly in the Indian Ocean. 
12 Furthermore, in order to hold on to their position in India, they needed a naval base on the eastern 
side of the Bay of Bengal. During the North-east Monsoon, all British ships needed shelter from the 
strong monsoon winds, as well as repairs or refitting, to be ready for the Anglo-French wars in India 
and the surrounding seas, especially in the Bay of Bengal. Muthulingam & Tan, 1992, 107 & 108. 
13 Sir Thomas Stamford Raffles, born in 1781, died in 1826 of a brain tumour; he was the son of a sea 
captain. At the age of fourteen he became a clerk at India House, the London office of the East India 
Company. In 1805, he was sentto Penang as the Assistant Secretary to the Penang Governor. 
14 Minister in charge of defence, police and markets in the Malacca Sultanate. 
15 Muslim king 
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permanent control of the whole island. 
The British were only interested in using Malacca, Penang and Singapore as 
ports-of-call for its China trade. In 1826, these three formed the colony of 
the Straits Settlements16, and came under one government. As Singapore lay 
in a central position in South-east Asia (on the main trade routes between the 
East and the West, the India-China route 17), and was also a free port, it 
rapidly progressed commercially. 
Turnbull (1989, 35) says that " ... between 1830 and 1867 Singapore's 
population quadrupled and her trade increased more than threefold." With 
this new development, Singapore replaced Penang, in 1832, as the capital of 
the Straits Settlements. 
With the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869, the trade route between the 
West and East was shortened. The British government realised the Straits 
Settlements' potential as a profitable colony, and a supplier of cheap raw 
.materials that were now in demand in England as a result of the Industrial 
Revolution. 18 Th~re then began a fairly lengthy period of economic 
prosperity. Under British rule, Singapore, more than any of the other Straits 
Settlements, continued to prosper through World War I (1914-1918). Even 
though Singapore suffered during the Great Depression (1929-1932), the 
effects were not as great as in other parts of the world and Singapore still 
made economic progress, albeit at a slower pace than before. 
16 From time to time there were other islands or districts in Malaya added to the Settlements. Turnbull 
1989,78;andMuthulingam&Tan, 1992,164. 
17 Backhouse (1972, 39-43) wrote that in 1821, the first junk from China arrived with the north-east 
winds, that blow down the China coast and across the China Sea from November to April; it returned 
with help from the south-west winds, that blow across the Indian Ocean from the Equator between the 
months of May and August. 
18 Then the British began to change its attitude towards Malaya and in 1874 started to intervene in its 
internal affairs to protect British interests. 
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3.6 Japanese Occupation & Singapore's Independence 
This prosperity was interrupted by the Japanese occupation during World 
War Il 19 • Singapore was renamed Syonan, meaning 'Light of the south'20 • It 
was occupied by the Japanese until September 1945. 
After the British regained control over Singapore in 1945, the military 
administration continued to rule until civil government was restored in April 
1946. Then, in 1948, the British made Singapore, together with the Cocos 
Keeling and Christmas Islands, a separate Crown Colony21 • In Singapore, a 
British Governor was appointed, assisted by an Executive and a Legislative 
Council. Singapore held its first elections for the·Legislative Council in that 
same year. 
During the 1950s, the British loosened their internal control over Singapore. 
In 1951, Singapore was elevated to the status of a city. In 1955, the Rendel 
Constitution22 was introduced. The first general elections for the Legislative 
Assembly23 were held in April of that year. 
19 World War II began in Europe in 1939. Japan joined the Axis powers - Germany and Italy, and 
began conquering South-east Asia. On 7th December 1941, Japan bombed the American Pacific Fleet 
at Pearl Harbour. The next day Japanese aeroplanes attacked Hong Kong, Manila and Singapore. 
20 Hall, 1983, 173, has it as 'Brilliant South'. 
21 Malacca and Penang joined the four Federated - Perak, Selangor, Negri sembilan and Pahang -
(united on 1st July 1896 to form the Federated Malay States) and five unfederated Malay States - Pedis, 
Kedah, Kelantan, and Trengganu (which were formerly under Siamese rule), and Johore to form the 
Malayan Union. The Malayan Union was later replaced by a Federation set up on February~ 1948. 
Keeping Singapore separate was for military and economic reasons - the British wanted to use 
Singapore as their naval base to keep their power and influence in this region; Singapore depended on 
free trade, whereas Malaya drew three-fifths of her revenue from customs duties; it was also because of 
Malay fears of Chinese dominance. Backhouse, 1972, 65 and Singapore History Museum exhibition 
booklet, 1998,3. 
22 In 1953, the British Government appointed a Commission under Sir George Rendel to fmd ways of 
increasing voters and elected members in the council. The report made in 1954 was known as the 
Rendel Constitution introduced in February 1955. 
23 The Legislative Assembly replaced the Legislative Council and a Council of Ministers replaced the 
Executive Council. 
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By this time, the civil service was gradually being handed over to the local 
people and the first measure of home rule was also granted. Then followed 
a period of diplomatic negotiations. Internal self-government was finally 
agreed upon in 1958 and Singapore became a city-state after general 
elections in 1959. It had a fully elected Legislative Assembly while Britain 
retained control over external defence and foreign affairs. 
In 1963, Singapore achieved independence as part of the new Federation of 
Malaysia24 • But, soon after, the central government of Malaysia in Kuala 
Lumpur and the government of Singapore disagreed on their national 
policies and mms., Singapore was expelled from Malaysia and the 
Separation Agreement was signed on ih August 1965. Two days later, on 9th 
August 1965, Singapore became a totally separate and fully independent 
nation. 
24 On 16th September 1963, the colonies (since 1946) of Sarawak and North Borneo (Sabah), 
Singapore and the states of Malaya were united to form "Malaysia". 
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Introduction 
To understand modem-day Singaporean dance with its variety of ethnic 
styles, it is necessary to examine in detail the historical processes that have 
formed and driven the development of Singapore. The particularly 
important period that this chapter focuses on is from the early nineteenth 
century to the 1950s, the emphases being on the economic progress, the 
migratory patterns that affected Singapore, and the initiation of formal 
education. 
4.1 Economy 
After Singapore was made a free port by the East India Company, it 
developed rapidly as a trading centre. It became more populated and more 
prosperous. By the 1830s, Singapore surpassed in economic importance, 
both Malacca and Penang. In 183 7, a Chamber of Commerce was formed, 
having both, European and non-European members and Singapore became 
an important entrepot1 in South-east Asia. 
Due to this free port policy, the Straits Settlements2 only collected tax from 
the sale of opium and alcohol. Revenue from these products was 
insufficient to cover the expenses in these settlements and from 1826 to 
1865, the East India Company suffered losses because of this reason. 
Although Singapore was financially independent by 1835, Penang and 
Malacca still needed financial assistance. It was only after 1865, with the 
increase in the trade of tin and later, of rubber, that the British government 
earned revenue from the Straits Settlements. Infrastructure such as roads 
and railways developed quickly with the growth of the tin and rubber 
industries. These were used to transport the raw materials to Singapore and 
1 Appearing in many history books, it is a borrowed foreign phrase that means 'storehouse' - a 
commercial centre for the import, export, collection and distribution for goods. 
2 Chapter 3, History, 24:1-3. 
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various ports in the Malay Peninsula. 
The world's political and economic environment and development also 
contributed to the continuous growth of Singapore. External contributory 
factors included: the Australian gold rush during the 1850s; the inauguration 
of the new P & 0 (Peninsula and Oriental) Steamship Company shipping 
line from Singapore to Australia; the opening of the Suez railway in 185 8 
and then the Suez canal in 1869; the expansion of trade between the 
European powers and China and Japan3 ; the British occupation of Hong 
Kong; the opening of Siam to the British; and the changing of Dutch trade 
policy. All these played their part in establishing Singapore's economic 
progress and social development. 
Internally, there was the British intervention4 in the Malay Peninsula from 
187 4 and the expansion of the tin industry and the establishment of the 
rubber industry. These contributed to Singapore becoming the world's 
seventh largest port in the early 1900s6• In 1906, the Chinese Chamber of 
Commerce was established and in the same year, the Straits Dollar was 
introduced. 
Singapore's progress, especially economic, has almost always been credited 
to its geographical position\ a point used also for Malaysia's position. 
Malaysian history scholar Ryan (1969, 2), writes: "It is the results of this 
geographical position which are important; when we discuss Malaysian 
political and economic history we shall see how trade routes and voyages of 
3 These countries were forced to open their ports; China, following the Opium Wars, opened the 
Chinese Treaty ports. 
4 Reasons for intervention,Muthulingam & Tan, 1992, 181-185. 
s Rubber seeds from Brazil in 1876 were sent to Singapore in 1877 and planted in Singapore and 
Malaya. 
6 Backhouse, 1972, 153, states 1900 but Singh &Arasu, 1984, 11, states 1903. 
7 Tamney, 1996, 1; andMuthulingam & Tan, 1992, 166. 
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exploration have influenced her position in the world." However, the other 
essential factor in Singapore's economic growth was the free immigration 
policy8• The combination of population growth that this policy encouraged, 
and geographical position, have made Singapore a unique place. 
4.2 Early Population and Migration 
There are contradictory figures with regard to the actual population at the 
time Raffles and his men landed on the island. Early writers, like 
Backhouse, claim that the island had about 150 inhabitants.9 But, 
contemporary writers, like Turnbull, suggest that Singapore had about 1,000 
inhabitants. 10 Besides the orang !aut (sea gypsies), there was a small number 
of Malays, as well as Chinese. After Singapore was leased to the East India 
Company, and with the encouragement of its first Resident, Major William 
Farquhar, immigrants in increasing numbers started to flock to the island, 
thus establishing the future pattern of migration. 
The first census in 1824, showed a population of close to eleven thousand, 
of whom 4,850 were Malays, 3,317 Chinese, 1,925 Bugis from Indonesia, 
756 Indians, 74 Europeans, 16 Armenians and 15 Arabs.u These immigrants 
brought a rich variety of languages, religions, and social customs to the 
island. Singapore's population continued to grow with the arrival of 
immigrants, especially of Chinese. At the tum of the century, Singapore's 
population had grown to 227,000, ofwhich 72 percent were Chinese. 12 
8 It was not until 1930 that an Immigration Ordinance was imposed to restrict immigration of all races. 
9 At the time Raffles landed in Singapore, the island had about 150 inhabitants. These included the 
Orang Laut or the sea gypsies ... about 30 Chinese ... and about 100 Malays fromJohore who had 
settled there in 1811, led by the Temenggong. Backhouse, 1972, 40-41; and Josey, 1979,22 
to Altogether, in January 1819, Singapore had perhaps 1,000 inhabitants, consisting of some 5000rang 
Kallang, 200 Orang Seletar, 150 Orang Gelam in the Singapore River, other Orang Laut in the 
Keppel Harbour area, 20-30 Malays in the Temenggong's entourage, and a similar number of Chinese. 
Turnbull, 1989, 5 
11 Backhouse, 1972, 74;Turnbull, 1989, 27; and Tamney, 1996,2, presented in percentage. 
tz Singh&Arasu, 1984,11. 
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Muthulingam and Tan (1992, 289) record that "petitions were made to 
control the Chinese immigration. As a result, an Immigration Ordinance 
was imposed in 1930 to restrict immigration of all races." Still, the Chinese 
continued to out-number the other races, and became the largest community 
in Singapore. 
4.2.1 Minority Communities - Arab, Armenian, European and Jewish 
immigrants 
Since the tenth century, Arab traders were important players in early East 
Asia's spice trade. 13 They had, by the eighteenth century, settled in Sumatra 
and Borneo. 14 The creation of a new port in Singapore, under the British, 
attracted wealthy merchants from neighbouring islands 15 to trade and settle 
there. This was partly due not only to factors already mentioned -
Singapore's central location and it being a free port - but also because the 
Dutch were placing heavy customs duties on merchant ships in other ports of 
the Rhio-Lingga Archipelago. In the 1830s, the Arabs began to bring their 
womenfolk and by the end of the century, Arabs on the island had increased 
in numbers. 
The Armenians, on the other hand, came from Brunei and the Philippines 
where they had established themselves in trade. Although some had settled 
in Singapore by 1820, they remained fairly small in number. The European 
presence included Englishmen from Britain and India who held local official 
posts, and merchants who traded in the region. By 1821, there were about 
400 to 500 of these minority immigrants. Of all the minority groups, the 
Jews came only after 1836. In the 1870s, more Jews came from the Middle 
13 Chapter 3, History, 21, footnote 2. 
14 JA.E. Morley, "The Arabs and the Eastern Trade", JMBRAS,XXII, 1 (1949, 155) quoted in 
Turnbull, 1989, 14. 
15 The first to arrive in Singapore in 1819 were two Palembang merchants,Syed Mohammed bin Harun 
Al-Junied and his nephew, Syed Omar bin Ali Al-Junied. The latter lived on til11852 as leader of the 
Arab community, ibid. 
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East. Like the Arabs and the Armenians, the Jews were traders who settled 
on the island. 
Interestingly enough, an article in The Straits Times- Life's (1998, 2) Cover 
Story of Japanese settlers, showed that there was already a Japanese 
community in Singapore before the Second World War. It states that "like 
the other Asian migrants, these Japanese had moved to the then British 
colony in search of a better life and to escape the grinding poverty of their 
homeland. ... They arrived here mainly from the poor districts of southern 
Kyushu in Japan in 1871." 
4.2.2 Dominant Communities - Chinese, Indian and Malay immigrants 
Traditionally, the Chinese, in this region, were mainly merchants. They 
were attracted to Malacca, Rhio, Sarawak and Brunei, by the growing trade. 
In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, many Chinese farmers also 
settled in these places, where they controlled the pepper plantations. The 
early Chinese immigrants to Singapore came from these Chinese 
communities. It was only during the nineteenth century that Chinese started 
to come from China. This was due to China's increasing political unrest, 
natural disasters, and after the first Opium War (1840-1842), western 
capitalism's destruction of the traditional livelihood of many people16 • The 
British also transported Chinese convicts from Hong Kong to Singapore, but 
this sto?ped in 1856. 
The Chinese came mostly from the southern provinces- Fujian, Guangdong, 
and Guangxi, and Hainan Dao in South China. They belonged to various 
dialect groups, such as the Hokkien, Teochew, Cantonese, Hakka and 
Hainanese. They were mainly male immigrants, who came as planters, 
16 Cui, 1995, 13-15, for record of reasons for the Chinese immigration pattern. 
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artisans or labourers - known as 'coolies'. They provided cheap labour for 
the European and Asian businessmen, and plantation owners. 17 
In the middle of the nineteenth century, there were only a few hundred 
female Chinese immigrants in the entire population. This caused social 
problems in the community which was predominantly male and which 
continued to be so right into the twentieth century. The ratio between the 
two sexes was eventually brought closer as a result of several factors: the 
repatriation of male immigrants during World War I ( 1914-1918); the Great 
Depression (1929-1933); World War II (1937-1945); the weakening of the 
Malayan economy; and the introduction of the 1930's Immigration 
Ordinance. 18 
Indian traders were in the Malay Peninsula as early as the first century19 • 
When Penang came under British rule in 1786, Indians, in India20 and in 
other parts of the region, migrated to this new trading centre. They were 
either merchants, labourers21 , or soldiers of the East India Company's army. 
The Indian communities grew gradually in Penang, and early Indian 
immigrants to Singapore came mainly from there22 • After the signing of the 
Anglo-Dutch treaty, the British started to transfer their convicts from 
Bencoolen and India to Singapore23 • Many of these convicts provided cheap 
labour for public works24 
17 Warren, 1986, 15-16. 
18 Backhouse, 1972, 55&5e 
19 ibid, 76. 
20 India being a British colony then, the Indians had direct access to business and job opportunities. 
21 
"Such as hewers of wood and drawers of water, cobblers, laundrymen and shopkeepers." 
(Backhouse, 1972, 76) Many were serving in European households. 
22 The ftrst to arrive was probablyNaraina Pillai; Siddique, 1982, 9, and Turnbull, 1989, 14 
23 The ftrst Indian convicts arrived in 1825; with regard to this, Singapore received the same treatment 
as Australia: while British deported convicts to Australia from Britain, they deported convicts from 
India to Singapore, it became 'the Sydney convict settlements of India'. Singapore ceased to be an 
Indian penal colony only in 1873, when convicts were sent instead to the Andaman Islands. 
Backhouse, 1972, 7 6. 
24 Siddique, 1982, 9, and Singh &Arasu, 1984, 10. 
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At the end of the nineteenth century, the bulk of Singapore's Indian 
immigrants came from India. They were mainly from South India and 
Ceylon, with some North Indians: the Sikhs, Punjabis, Gujeratis and 
Bengalis. Many came as garrison troops, policemen, and labourers.25 
Initially, many were brought to Malaya under the indenture system and later, 
under the kangani system, where employers recruited their workers in 
India. 26 Those who later came on their own used Singapore as a transit stop 
to work on the coffee estates, and still later, on the rubber plantations m 
Malaya. 
Initially, most of them came only with the intention of making money and 
returning to India. Therefore, by comparison with Chinese communities, the 
establishment of sizeable and visible Indian communities took place much 
later. At one time (in 1860), the second largest community in Singapore, the 
Indians, by 194 7, formed only 11% of the population. 
Malays27 were indigenous to the neighbouring Indonesian islands and the 
Malay Peninsula. Singapore's Malays, therefore, come from common racial 
but different dialectal and cultural groups. Apart from the early followers of 
Temenggong, who came from Johore, there was an inflow of Malays from 
Malacca, and others from the Riau islands, Bencoolen and Sumatra, after the 
Sultan had settled in Singapore. Besides Malays therefore, there were 
Balinese, Boyanese, Bugis, Minangkabau, and.Javanese. The presence of 
the Orang Laut28 who used to frequent Singapore in earlier times, slowly 
faded away. However, there were some who settled on the island and 
blended into the Malay community while some remained alongside the 
25 Siddique, 1990, 11, and Turnbull, 1989,96, for characteristic job pattern of the Indian communities 
26 Muthulingam & Tan, 1992,291 
27 The ancestors of the archipelago Malays probably came from southern China between 2,500 and 
1,500 BC. Since then, there has been a great deal of intermarriage with the other peoples of South East 
Asia (Backhouse, 1972, 83) 
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Singapore River, creating a floating village, after the island was leased to the 
British. 
Till the early twentieth century, before World War II, the immigrants who 
came from the Malay Archipelago congregated mainly on the surrounding 
islands29 of Singapore. Malay occupations were then almost exclusively in 
fishing. There may have been some in wood-cutting, farming, carpentry, 
and as boatmen, but rarely did they become traders or labourers. The Bugis 
were about the only Malay community that traded. From the late nineteenth 
century onwards, immigrants from Bawean and Java islands arrived and 
these provided the labour on European estates. 
Abu Talib bin Ally (1991, 132) comments: "Mostly they were brought in 
from the Java plains and they were promised that they would be given a job 
here. Then, they were brought here and were put up at a house, in the 
middle of the sea, where no communication facilities were available. . .. 
These people, who brought in the foreign workers, would 'sell' them to 
companies who needed them ... "30 The only forced labour Malays endured 
was during the Japanese Occupation: Turnbull (1989, 212) states that 10,000 
Javanese workers were brought to Singapore. 
Coming from the Malay Archipelago, it was relatively easy for the Malays 
to return to their country of origin. Therefore, the feeling of being far away 
from home was not as strong for them as for the Chinese and Indians. 
Furthermore, their means of livelihood in Singapore differed very little from 
that where they came from. As a result, there was less incentive for them to 
29 For Malay immigrants on surrounding islands, cf. interview of access no: A000512/20 reel2 & 3; and 
A001216/11 reel 3, for later Malay community in Singapore, Communities of Singapore, part 3 -
Malays, Oral History Centre. 
30 Translated from transcript of interview, access no: A001216/11, also cf. A000512/20 reel 3, 
Communities of Singapore, part 3 - Malays, Oral History Centre. 
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establish a firm economic presence in the new community. This may help to 
explain why the number of Chinese and Indian immigrants increased, while 
the number of Malays, who were initially a dominant ethnic group, 
decreased, as Singapore developed and progressed. 
In general, whether they were Chinese, Indian or Malay immigrants, they all 
came to Singapore mainly for economic reasons, either having been told of 
the easy availability of jobs here or, like some of the Indians recruited into 
the British administration service, for their ability in the English language. 
Resources from the Oral History Centre31 show that the Indian and Malay 
communities had established identifiable enclaves in various parts of 
Singapore from the early twentieth century. Although when they first 
arrived they did not have a clan association like that of the Chinese, they did 
depend on their country men who had settled here before them. 
One common feature of the Chinese and Malay communities was the harsh 
treatment many newcomers received. They often were exploited by 
members of their own race under a form of indentured labour, under which, 
for the period of indenture, they could be bought and sold.32 It was the 
promising economy that attracted them to Singapore, in the early twentieth 
century, despite the unfavourable conditions they worked under. The Malay 
labourers, from that time on, generally did not return to their country of 
ongm. With the lapsing of their period of indenture, they themselves • 
became the foundation of the local Malay community. 
31 Interviews in 'Communities of Singapore', part 2- Indians & part 3- Malays, Oral History Centre. 
32 The Chinese were brought here by the secret societies and the Malays by people who were agents. 
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4.3 Early Education 
Education, like other areas of social development in early Singapore, 
progressed slowly, although Raffles Institution33 was opened as early as 
1837, and from the mid-nineteenth century, mission schools34 were 
established by religious groups. These were schools using English language 
as their medium of instruction, catering only to the privileged few. 
The colonial government also spent money on Malay-language public 
schools. This was due to the fact that they acknowledged the Malays as the 
indigenous people. However, until 1891, only children of the members of 
the royal family were permitted to enrol in them. In 1891, these schools 
were opened to all Malay boys irrespective of the social class they came 
from and primary education was provided for free. 35 
The colonial government, however, did not fund Chinese- and Indian-
language schools, nor did they encourage them. Building of educational 
facilities was very much a community effort for these two ethnic groups. 
For this reason, schools of the four, viz.,- English, Malay, Chinese and 
Indian - language streams were set up separately, and early education was 
not under a unified system. 
The Chinese community, at the end of the nineteenth century, began 
building schools36 of its own. These were usually supported by rich Chinese 
merchants. Teachers were brought in from China and the schools followed 
the system of education in China. This actually caused problems for the 
Chinese schools' graduates later on, as the government refused to recognise 
33 An elementary school for boys. Muthulingam & Tan, 1992,298 _gives its name as the Singapore Free 
School. Turnbull, 1989, 60, has it as the Singapore Institution. 
34 St. Margaret's School founded in 1842, St. Andrew's School in 1862. By 1919 there were 63 mission 
schools and only 17 Government English Schools. (Muthulingam & Tan, 1992, 299&302) 
35 Malay girls, like the Chinese and Indian girls, in early centuries, were expected to stay at home. 
36 Gan Eng Seng founded the Anglo-Chinese Free School in 1885; ibid. 
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their qualifications.37 Indian schools, mainly TamiP8 schools, were only set 
up at the beginning of the twentieth century. Many were set up in 
plantations and rubber estates for the workers' children. Under the Labour 
Code of 1912, estate owners were required to build schools within the estate. 
In the 1920's, the government began to give small grants to help support 
these schools. This government policy of giving grants to schools has 
continued until now, but present day grants are of much greater value and 
given to many more schools. 
Institutions for higher education were established, such as the King Edward 
VII College of Medicine (in 1905) and Raffles College of Arts and Science 
(in 1928). Between the First and Second World Wars, with increased 
revenue, the colonial government increased funding for education. Grants 
were then given to mission schools and non-government schools, including 
Chinese- and Indian-language schools. Of the four language streams, only 
Chinese and English had developed into the medium of instruction for full 
secondary education, before World War 
During the Japanese Occupation, all local formal education was replaced by 
the Japanese educational system using Japanese language as the medium of 
instruction. After the war, under the Military Administration, Malay and 
English schools were reopened within weeks and the Chinese followed 
suit_39 In 1947, a ten-year Programme was launched, aimed at providing six 
years of primary education in any of the four languages. Financial aid was 
much the same as before, where Malay schools40 were fully financed, while 
37 Ministry of Culture, 1984, 11; Muthulingam & Tan, 1992,301. It was not until1960 that the English 
University admitted Chinese middle school graduates. 
38 The chief language of South India. For earlyTarn.il schooling, Turnbull, 1989, 142. 
39 By the end of 1945, there were 66 Chinese, 37 English and 21 Malay schools; the Medical and Raffles 
College started a new academic year in 1946. Turnbull, 1989, 221 
40 A Malay Education Advisory committee was set up in 1959, the frrst Malay secondary school was 
opened the following year, and free secondary and university education was offered to suitably qualified 
Singapore Malay citizens, together with liberal bursaries and allowances (Turnbull, 1989, 267) 
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the other two- Chinese- and Tamil-language streams- were only subsidized. 
In 1949, the reopened King Edward College of Medicine merged with 
Raffles College to form the University ofMalaya41 • 
Singapore's education, in the 50s', was in its second phase of development. 
The Teachers' Training College was opened in 1950. After the Department 
ofEducation was converted into a Ministry in 1955, an Education Ordinance 
was inaugurated in December 1957. This gave equality to the four main 
language streams - Chinese42, Malay, Tamil and English -. There was 
massive, full-scale building of primary and secondary schools43 and many 
higher education institutions were also established. The Chinese community 
set up the Nanyang University for higher Chinese education in 1956, and the 
first Polytechnic was opened in 195 8. 
With the PAP government coming into power, Singapore's education 
programme moved into its next phase, which in tum further developed 
cultural activities. It was the setting up of individual English-, Malay-, 
Chinese-, and Indian-language schools that gave each community the 
opportunity to develop their culture. Although having English as the 
common language was (and still is) essential, the understanding and practice 
of each mother tongue enabled and allowed the culture of each community 
to grow. 
• 
41 In 1959, the University of Malaya was divided into two self-governing sections, with one in Kuala 
Lumpur. In 1962, the Singapore section became completely autonomous, forming the University of 
Singapore. 
42 The numbers of Students entering Chinese-medium schools dropped from nearly 46% in 1959 to 
less than 11 %in 1977. (fumbull, 1989, 301) This decreased intake would be the same for the Malay 
and Tamil schools as well. 
43 By the end of 1957, the ministry had opened ninety-six new primary schools and eleven secondary 
schools. (Turnbull, 1989, 260) 
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5.1 Introduction -- Before the war 
The development and even the mere existence of cultural activities, often 
depends on a country's socio-political environment. Although Singapore's 
early immigrants came from lands of rich ethnic cultures, they were not able 
to practise in Singapore what were once their performing arts. They had 
neither the economic means, nor the socio-political status, to do so. Their 
culture was also considered to be unworthy of serious consideration and 
inferior to that of the western culture that existed under British rule. 
Therefore, for any understanding of Singapore's cultural development, it is 
necessary, in fact crucial, to examine it within the broader context of 
Singapore's socio-political history, since, in its early formation, local 
performing arts were connected to issues in the social and political 
environment. 
As mentioned earlier, immigrants in early Singapore had little opportunity to 
present artistic, theatrical elements of their culture. Thus, cultural activities 
were very limited in scope. Li Nong (1982, 18) has commented that "even 
in the early 20th century there was no significant creative performing art of 
which to speak." Besides the existence of some ethnic music groups, artisan 
performances were usually 'imported' products from the homeland of the 
immigrants. These were usually dramatic or operatic theatre performances, 
such as Chinese Wayang1, Indian Sangeeta Natakams2 or Malay 
Bangsawan3• Dance usually played only a supporting role in these 
performances. 
1 Chinese Opera has dominated the stage in Chinese performing art since the Ming dynasty. 
2 Indian musical drama from India, Bhaskar, 1985, 32 
3 Malay Opera, literally meaning 'of the aristocratic class' was adapted fromParsi Theatre; Tan, 1993, 
16. Bangsawan has an Indian origin, and therefore stories were usually taken from Hindu legends; 
female roles were played by men. 
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Dance in an artistic context, or folk dance, did not exist as an entity on its 
own. Some dances that may be described as 'folk' could be found in the 
limited number of local opera and drama performances, though even in 
these, dance played a minor role compared to the music or acting that were 
the bases of these two art forms. One important exception to this was the 
Chinese 'Lion Dance', based on Chinese martial arts and performed on 
occasions of celebration. It was usually associated with the clan associations 
and/or secret societies4 which had dominated the early Chinese community, 
and the social well being of the whole society depended largely on their 
activity. 
All this time, Chinese immigrants in Singapore were still very much affected 
by mainland China's affairs. Local Chinese literature started in 19195, after 
the "Wu-Si Yundong" - May 4th Movement6 - in China. Soon after, in the 
1920s ', Chinese drama emerged under the influence of Chinese literature. 
This growing culture soon saw the active involvement of the Chinese 
secondary schooF students, who wrote and participated in drama 
presentations that were totally their own creations. 
Before World War II, the themes and contents of this Chinese performing art 
called on Nanyang- southern seas- Chinese, i.e., the Chinese in this region, 
to show loyalty to and support for their motherland. Many of these stories 
depicted China's political situation, the intrusion of European imperialists, 
the Japanese aggression8, as well as Singaporean immigrants' experiences 
and secret societies' dealings on the island. Such dramatic presentations 
4 Appendix 1 
s Fang, 1986, 14 
6 Chua (1985, 133) dates the May 4th Movement to be in 1911; Fang (1986, 4) dates the rise of this 
movement to be in 1917; one Chinese dictionary (1990) dates it to be in 1919; yet another (1969), dates 
it to be in 1918, Turnbull, (1989, 129) had it as 1919. 
7 Chapter 4, Socio-Economic Development, 37:15-17 
8 This started from Japan's advance on Taiwan in 1874 and later, the Sino-Japanese war of 1894-1895. 
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reached their peak just before World War II, and when Japan invaded 
Malaya, they were in the forefront of the anti-Japanese movement. 
According to Chua (1985, 133) the earliest song and dance drama in 
Singapore was staged in 1934. Cultural variety shows were organised in 
19379 to raise funds for China. There was also a visit from China's Wu-Han 
Choir in 1939, "to launch a money-raising scheme10 and a campaign against 
the Japanese invasion." These fund-raising activities and this campaign, laid 
the foundation for the development of Chinese dance in Singapore; they also 
initiated the role of early cultural activities in the local community. 
For the Indian community, Indian dancing, according to Uma Rajan (1982, 
19), began some years before World War II, being encouraged by the visits 
of Indian drama and dance groups in the pre-war years. Bhaskar, who 
himself had actively participated in cultural activities since the 1950s, also 
commented that there were Indian and Indonesian dance groups performing 
in Singapore before the Second World War. 1! 
The Malay community does not seem to have records of early cultural 
activities. That however, as Bhaskar has recorded, does not mean that there 
were not any. It only indicates the likelihood that performing groups from 
Indonesia and/or Malaya were seen as local presentations, because of the 
geographical and racial closeness of Malaya and Indonesia. Therefore, the 
Malay community in Singapore did not feel the necessity to give special 
attention to them or to make records of them since they were already an 
integral part of regional life and culture. 
9 War broke out on July 7, 1937 in China. 
1o A Nanyang (southern sea) Chinese Relief General Association came into existence. 
11 Chapter !,Introduction, 2:26-28. 
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5.2 Japanese Occupation-- 'Forced' culture 
When the Japanese took control of Singapore, they moved quickly to claim 
sovereignty, setting up their military headquarters at Raffles College12 just 
two days after the surrender, and putting the clocks forward 13 in line with 
Tokyo time. Singapore, now the Syonan (Light of the South), was to be the 
capital of Japan's southern region, the gateway to occupying the Netherlands 
East Indies and Australia. Ironically, they proclaimed themselves the 
"liberators" of Singapore and yet, lost no time in taking absolute control of 
the radio, cinema and newspapers and forcing on the people of Singapore an 
'alien' culture. 
Within a week of the surrender, maJor newspapers resumed publication 
following the directions of their Japanese masters. Many appeared under a 
new name. 14 Radio broadcasts also started after two weeks, and these 
consisted mainly of Japanese propaganda and cultural programmes. In 
Singapore's 1946 Annual Report, it is stated that "with regards to its cultural 
interest ... except for a series of concerts there were few forms of public 
entertainment in which there was not present such a considerable element of 
Nipponese Propaganda that most preferred to stay away." (1946, 97) 
This was also recalled by Paul Abisheganaden: "the Japanese established an 
orchestra and every Sunday there were two shows. During the shows, we 
played music and in between there were dances provided by Mrs Gerentezer, 
the wife of the leader of the band .. . she did some things like the Gypsy 
dance. Some of the dances were well known in Europe, during the pre-war 
12 "Raffles College 1928- 1949", 1993, 9. 
13 Some books state 11/2, some state 2 hours; Turnbull, 1989, 202; Singh & Arasu, 1984, 51; and Hall, 
1983, 173. 
14 Sin Chew fit Poh renamed Syonan fit Poh; The Straits Time became TheSyonan Times. Turnbull, 
1989, 189. Licenses for Kelong and boats were also changed to include Syonan, cf., interview 
A000319/30reel8, OralHistoryCentre. 
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days." (1997 interview). 
The Japanese language, "Nippon-go", was made the official language, and 
people were required to learn it. Nippon-go was also introduced to all 
pnmary schools. Secondary education was stopped and replaced by a 
number of technical and vocational institutions. It is not difficult to 
understand why the Japanese stopped secondary school education as 
Chinese secondary school students had been heavily involved in developing 
literature and drama just before the Japanese came and they now turned their 
focus to fostering anti-Japanese sentiment. Closing secondary schools was, 
in part, a measure by the Japanese to suppress this student movement. 15 
All this time, performing arts groups were banned from visiting Singapore. 16 
Although local performing arts of any form, other than those the Japanese 
had organised, were not allowed, underground anti-Japanese literature did 
not cease. Many anti-Japanese drama scripts were also written during the 
three and a half years of occupation, surfacing only after the war. (Fang, 
1986, 60&61) 
5.3 Returning to Colonial Rule -- The awakening 
The Second World War brought social and economic progress, which had 
otherwise been orderly, to disastrous chaos in Singapore. 17 The British 
Military Administration (BMA) 18 on its return tried to restore and revive the 
island, as the people recovered from the Japanese Occupation. Britain's 
defeat in 1942 had greatly tarnished their superior status among 
Singaporeans, having been regarded as 'invincible' until then. When 
IS Appendix 3, for Japanese's treatment of the Chinese, and the social and economic environment 
during the Occupation. 
16 Cf., interview A000807 /17 reel2. 
17 Turnbull, 1989,220-221, for detailed description. 
18 Guide to the sources of history in Singapore, vol. 1, 44-45 for topics on BMA. 
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colonial rule was restored, the people no longer gave the same unquestioning 
obedience to British authority as they had done before the war. In this 
climate, labour unrest and strikes began soon after the British returned in 
1945. 
The reasons for this are twofold: after the war, many European colonies in 
Africa and Asia gained independence, and anti-colonial feelings surged 
across Southeast Asia. These two reasons combined with the effects of three 
and a half years of Japanese Occupation, the false hope of a speedy social 
and economic recovery after the return of the British, and the stirring by 
communist agitators, created a new political consciousness among the 
people. They began to develop strong feelings of nationalism and demanded 
rights and self-government. 
Economically, there was widespread unemployment. In one Singapore 
Annual Report (1946, 40), it states: "In the early days of the Liberation, 
under the British Military Administration, the Government was practically 
the only employer. 19 ••• " The majority of the Chinese blamed their troubles 
on the colonial regime and resented the privileged position of the English-
educated20. Secret societies flourished and violence reached such a pitch that 
in an effort to control it, the pre-war Societies Ordinance was reinstated in 
April1947. (Turnbull, 1989, 227) 
Although the Department of Social Welfare was established in June 194621, 
primarily aimed at alleviating post-war problems, living conditions were 
appalling, the cost of living was steep and food continued to be scarce right 
19 For a detailed description, Singapore Annual Report, 1947, 24. 
2° Chinese middle-school graduates were not qualified to gain access to the English University of 
Malaya, nor were there any openings for them in government and quasi-government organizations. 
21 The department ceased to exist in 1984 as a result of reorganizaton. Guide to the sources of histmy 
in Singapore, vol. 1, 76-77. 
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up till 1949. The Singapore Improvement Trust (SIT)22, a government 
statutory board that was set up in July 1927, was required to look into the 
housing problem, but even this did not improve the housing conditions. 
However, the trade and social services were, more or less, back to the level 
they were at before the war. 
In the area of education, in principle, the British administration set aside 
funds to subsidise Tamil and Chinese schools, but, in practice, the bulk of 
the money was given to expand English schooling. The Chinese schools, 
from the start, had always been supported mainly by the Chinese 
community. For this reason, amateur performing groups gradually put up 
cultural performances and/or variety shows to raise funds for Chinese 
schools. From this time on, many students began to involve themselves. As 
Singaporeans were gaining political awareness, school students were sowing 
the seeds of dance development in local communities. 
The lack of support and recognition from the British administration caused 
the Chinese graduates and the Chinese community to grow more and more 
discontented. Their attitude encouraged or 'forced' young Chinese to seek 
tertiary education in China. It also led to Tan Lark Sye's23 proposal of 
opening a Chinese- Nanyang- University in 1953. This project unified the 
Chinese community in staging cultural performances to raise the necessary 
funds. Many Chinese middle schools, clan associations, as well as Chinese 
business organisations pooled their resources to build the Nanyang 
University within three years, in 1956. 
22 Later, the Housing and Development Board (HDB), set up in 1960, took over the function of 
housing construction. Turnbull, 1989, 129 & 235, and Guide to the sources of history in Singapore, 
Vol. 1, 120&121. 
23 Tan Lark Sye, born in 1896, who came to Singapore as a youth and became a leading rubber 
merchant and industrialist was the vice-chairman, then president, of the Chinese Chamber of 
Commerce and head of the Hokkien Huay-kuan, Hokkien Clan Association. 
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The colonial government was neither enthusiastic about this Chinese 
university, nor welcomed the return of the Chinese who had gone to China 
for their studies. The British, worried about the communist influence these 
students were under while in China, did not allow them back. Many, 
because of this, were separated from their families, adding to the 
discontentment of the community. 
Communist24 agitators were quick to use this and other grievances within the 
community for their struggle for political power. These, in fact, did become 
'lethal' weapons used against the colonial rule and later, when the colonial 
rulers left the island, against Singapore's early governments. To combat this 
communist aggression, at the peak of the 'Emergency' 25 between 1948-1953, 
a number of Chinese middle schools were closed, teachers dismissed, and 
students expelled. 
An Immigration Bill was also passed in 1950, primarily to restrict the 
immigration of Chinese with communist inclinations. During this period of 
communist msurgency, over a thousand people were arrested under the 
emergency regulations26, and the Anti-British League7 was greatly 
weakened and eventually crushed. By 1953, this anti communist campaign 
was less intense; however, after its struggle in peninsula Malaya, members 
of the Malayan Communist Party came back to the island, and continued to 
infiltrate open rural organisations, the Residents' and the Villagers' 
24 Appendix 2 
25 After the Federation of Malaya was formed, the Communists began a period of terror in Malaya. 
Muthulingam & Tan, 1992, 343&351. 
26 Emergency regulations put restrictions on meetings, associations and strikes, and permitted the 
detention of individuals without trial. 
27 In 1949, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) claimed victory over the Kuomintang (KMT) in 
China. It gave a tremendous boost to the local communists and saw the formation of an Anti-British 
eague and a Singapore Students' Anti-British League. 
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Association, Chinese schools and labour unions. 
Coinciding with these tumultuous political events, there were cultural 
presentations from different ethnic communities in the early 1950s. Lim Ah 
Yeok (1997 interview) remarked that the left wing activists made great use 
of cultural activities, such as dance and drama to propagandize the masses. 
Chinese dance and song materials were pouring in from China28 and this 
explained why, later, in the early 1960s, the government was strict in 
screening materials which came from communist countries like China and 
Russia. 29 
5.4 Early Political Parties and Movements -- The grounding 
Singapore's first local political party, the Malayan Democratic Union30, was 
formed in December 1945. This was followed by the Singapore Progressive 
Party formed in 1947, and the Singapore Labour Parti\ formed after the 
1948 elections32 • The Progressive and Labour Parties were the main political 
parties in Singapore at the 1951 election. The Singapore Progressive Party 
won six of the nine elected seats in this second election and continued to 
dominate the Legislative Council. However, the Singapore Progressive 
Party was very much looked upon as just a branch of the British 
government. Its members comprised of British citizens, British subjects33 , 
and people from the upper middle class; thus, the party did not have the 
support of the masses. 
28 After the communist party won the civil war in 1949, Beijing also created an Overseas Chinese 
Affairs Commission and asked Nanyang Chinese organizations, schools and newspapers to establish 
links with the commission. 
29 Such materials can be found in the Ministry of Culture ftle in National Archives. 
30 Later was dominated by militant radicals and became a communist front organization; it dissolved 
itself in June 1948. 
31 By 1954 the Singapore Labour Party existed only in name. In July, Lim Yew Hock and Francis 
Thomas, together with some socialists and former Labour Party members, formed the Labour Front. 
32 In March 1948, Singapore had its first elections for the legislative Council and the Progressive Party 
came into office after the elections. 
33 Those belonging to a British colony, as different from other immigrants. 
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After Singapore was returned to the British in 1945, cultural activities were 
very much the same as before 1940. There were visits by only a few 
overseas performing groups, and locally there were mainly amateur drama 
groups and western music recitals, essentially restricted to the English 
speaking upper class audiences. Chinese drama enthusiasts began 
resurfacing with many of them being Chinese schools' groups.34 Their early 
performance themes revolved around the recently-ended war, celebrating 
and welcoming the British back, mourning for lost ones, and welcoming the 
war heroes. 
In the early 1950s, amateur dance groups also emerged in schools, especially 
in Chinese middle schools. Added to these were ad hoc dance groups from 
night classes organised by various social organisations for Singapore's 
ethnic communities, adults, and school dropouts. The original purpose of 
these classes was to teach English, but from them, cultural groups were 
formed. These dance groups responded to the need for cultural presentations 
at such functions as annual dinners and scholarship fund-raising in aid of 
poor students' education. 
Nongchik Ghani who was involved in such scholarship fund-raising at the 
age of seventeen recalled: " ... at that time we were studying at night school, 
studying English. So we had a society for that one. Every year the society 
had an annual dinner, so they had to organise something for the dinner. Also 
the Malay Literary Association, every year, had a function to raise funds for 
the scholarship fund of that time. So I was involved ... organising shows, 
and involved also in the dance." (1997 interview) 
34 Fang, 1986, 66-68, for details on these amateur groups. 
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As the anti-colonial movement continued, cultural performances for this 
purpose mushroomed, initiating greater common unity between the different 
ethnic communities. Bhaskar (1985, 33) recorded the early multicultural 
presentations: "An Arts Festival organised by the then Arts Council with 
financial support from the former government was the first occasion for a 
dance season featuring different ethnic groups at indoor and open air 
theatres." In part though, this was probably a response of the then colonial 
government to the anti-colonial movement, aimed at pacifying growing 
discontent. 
Political maturity was well developed by the third election in 1955. This 
was the first general election for the Legislative Assembly under a new 
constitution, and several political parties fielded candidates. The 
Progressive Party, the Democratic Parti5, the United Malay National 
Organization (UMNO), the Malayan Chinese Association (MCA) - the 
Singapore Malayan Union (SMU) Alliance, the Labour Front36 and the 
People's Action Party (PAP)37, all participated in the first general election. 
The Labour Front won ten out of twenty-five seats in this 1955 election and 
formed a government,38 Soon after, in April 1956, David Marshall, the Chief 
Minister then, led a mission to London, to begin talks on Singapore's 
constitution.39 Because the Labour Front did not win a convincing victory in 
the election and due to the constant communist threat, not all of Marshall's 
proposals were agreed to by the British Government. The Colonial Office 
35 The Democratic Party formed just before the 1955 election by an influential section of the Chinese 
Chamber of Commerce. Later, it united with the Progressive Party to form a Liberal Socialist Party in 
February 1956. 
36 Under the leadership of David Marshall, a prominent Jewish lawyer. 
37 A newly formed party in October 1954 with democratic socialist and some Communist ideals 
38 It was an alliance with the PAP who won three seats. 
39 Muthulingam & Tan (1992, 370) have it as "to ask for Singapore's independence." Turnbull (1989, 
257) states: "demanded full internal self-government by April1957". 
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did however agree to a fully elected Assembly, but stipulated a government 
that would have control only of domestic matters and no control of foreign 
affairs or defence. Marshall did not accept this proposal and resigned as the 
ChiefMinister, to be succeeded by Lim Yew Hock. 
In terms of social environment, Turnbull (1989, 244), referring to 'Urban 
Income and Housing', states that "In 1954 the unemployment rate was 
higher than it had been at the time of the 1947 social survey and [that] most 
working-class families still lived in appalling conditions." There was 
overcrowding in the inner city, due to the fact that jobs were more easily 
available at the ports and along the Singapore River. Housing development 
was an issue that needed immediate attention. However, it was not until 
1958 that a master plan was drawn up and only then did the building of 
satellite towns begin. 
Poor living conditions and inadequate management of the environment 
contributed to a string of fire disasters40 in the community, which was 
another social problem that provided an impetus for the organisation of 
cultural presentations. Leong How Chan (1997 interview) recalled: 
"Initially, we danced mainly for fund raising, for Chinese schools building 
funds; early schools were built with attap41 ••• also for old folk homes, and 
for Bukit Ho Swee fire, as well as for Nanyang University ... " 
• 
Since commg to power, the Labour Front government was troubled by 
strikes and unrest organised by the Chinese schools, trade unions and their 
communist supporters. In 1955 alone there were about three hundred 
40 Backhouse, 1972, 152, and The Singapore Council of Social Service Annual Report (1961/1962), 
AR048, mc135/ 62, 0003, 0010, National Archives. 
41 Malay roofing thatch, made from the fronds of the nipah palm. Pttap- wooden houses withattap 
roofs. 
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strikes. After Lim came to office, he took strong steps against the 
communists and using the Preservation of Public Security Ordinance, broke 
up the communist influenced organisations and the Middle School Students' 
Union. He arrested many, including political parties' members42 who were 
thought or known to be security risks. As a response, students and some 
trade unions organised strikes in September 1956, and these strikes were 
accompanied by outbreaks of arson and serious student riots. 
The build-up of tension in politics through the anti-colonial drive created a 
basis for cultural activities, which promoted unity among the people. This 
was also the beginning of more comprehensive local cultural presentations 
of dance, music, song and sketches. Chua has recorded that: " ... Indian 
dance, together with Chinese and Malay dance forming an entity, was 
launched during the anti-yellow culture campaign at the height of the 
anticolonialism (sic) campaign in the mid-1950s." (1990, 122) 
The anti-yellow culture campaign happened at the peak of anti-colonialism 
sentiments between 1953 and 1956. Yellow culture, a literal translation 
from Chinese, referred to what were supposedly obscene, pornographic, 
salacious novels, movies, press and vulgar music/songs that were imported 
into Singapore.43 Singaporeans saw this as imported western culture.44 The 
British ignored local sensitivities and allowed the widespread dissemination 
of such material. Local residents therefore blamed the British for a range of 
corrupting influences on their culture. 
42 These included some members of the PAP, in which communists were growing in power. 
43 Chua Soo Pong, 1985, 132. 
44 When the PAP government came into power in 1959, Western fillns and magazines which were held 
to have a corrupting influence or to belittle Asian culture were banned. (Turnbull, 1989, 264) 
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It was implied by Leong How Chan that a probable reason for cultural 
performances being important in raising funds for such projects as school 
building funds and disaster relief funds, was to gain a positive image for 
culture besides promoting good 'healthy' culture to the masses. Leong 
(1997 interview) recalls: " ... there used to be competition between us and 
them, ours were decent and healthy dances .... " Hence, a community pattern 
was established whereby these performances were used to raise money for a 
variety of social purposes. This, recalled by many interviewed, was a great 
boost to Singapore's cultural development. 
At this time, political and community leaders' support for cultural activities 
was due to two factors. Externally, many European-ruled African and Asian 
colonies gained independence after World War II. In most cases, these 
nations, inspired by national pride, had formed national dance groups and 
the exchange of artistes and cultural delegations became popular. As these 
groups passed through and performed in Singapore, a local supportive 
attitude gradually developed towards dance entrepreneurs. Singapore, 
desiring its own independence, was influenced by their example. Internally, 
the right-wing of politics was now using cultural activities to propagandize 
the population to accepting their political philosophy and agenda, just as 
left-wing groups had done previously. 
5.5 Self-government -- Cultural blossoming 
At the second constitutional mission to London in 195745 , Chief Minister 
Lim Yew Hock, with leaders of the other parties, successfully negotiated the 
45 Muthulingam & Tan (1992, 371) places it between March-April; Josey (1979, 24) says they proceeded 
to London on March :fh; Turnbull (1989, 258) places it in March; 'Introduction to Singapore' in 
Ministry of Culture file, AR014, mc264/59, 0020, 0019, states that an agreement was signed in London 
on Aprilll'h. 
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terms of self-govemment.46 This was followed in 195847, by the third all-
party mission, where a new constitution was finalized and signed. The 
conditions imposed were the very same ones that David Marshall had earlier 
refused to accept. Singapore was to become a city-state after the general 
elections in May 30th 1959.48 From then on, the official practice of multi-
lingualism was to be reflected in the use of the four languages, viz., English, 
Chinese49 , Malay and Tamil, in the elected Legislative Assembli0 • 
In that election, the PAP won 43 of the 51 seats 5 1• Lee Kuan Yew became 
Prime Minister on June 3rdsz and the new state of Singapore53 came into 
being. In celebration of this semi-independence, a 'National Loyalty Week' 
was held a few months later by the then Ministry of Culture.54 Besides 
marking the occasion, another purpose was to raise funds to establish a 
National Theatre. 
Although the colonial government had by then built a Cultural Centre, (now 
the Drama Centre) which, with the Victoria Theatre, had provided 
performing space for cultural activities, there was probably a need for yet 
46 Although by this time communist influence had weakened, Britain still insisted on having Internal 
Security controlled by a council which comprised representatives from Singapore, Britain & Malaya. 
The left wing saw this as a symbol of colonialism and oppression. 
47 Turnbull (1989, 261) has it in April; Josey (1979, 25) has the signing of the fmal agreement on May 
28'h; Muthulingam & Tan have no records of this third constitutional mission; 'Introduction to 
Singapore', in the Ministry of Culture file, AR014, mc264/59, 0020, 0019, states that further talks were 
held with the Colonial office in London from May 1Jh to 28th 1958. 
48 The first local Head of State, Encik Yusof bin Ishak, was installed in office on December 3d 
replacing Sir William Goode, the last colonial governor. 
49 Since 1946 the Chinese Chamber of Commerce began agitating for multi-lingualism in the legislative 
and Municipal Councils and for Chinese to be admitted as an official language. (Turnbull, 1989, 240) 
50 Josey (1979, 25} has it as 'Parliament', where he states that "on 31 March 1959 the eleven-year-old 
Legislative Assembly was dissolved: a Parliament was to take its place." Turnbull (1989, 291) states: 
"Singapore's first Parliament- the former Legislative Assembly- met in December 1965," 
51 The PAP government had to rely on the support of the Singapore People's Alliance, which had won 
four seats and U1t1NO-MCA Alliance, which had won three seats. 
sz June 3rd was first celebrated as Singapore National Day after self-government was obtained; when 
Malaysia was formed, it was known as State Day. 
53 The Cocos Islands had been put under Australia administration in 1955 and Christmas Island now 
followed them (Backhouse, 1972, 64) 
54 "Souvenir of the First South East Asia Cultural Festival", 1963, 80 
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another performing arts theatre to meet the need of increasing cultural 
presentations. A National Theatre would also show the status of 
'nationhood', which was what the government sought to achieve. The 
building of a National Theatre was in part preparing for independence. 
Almost all the cultural bodies and all the ethnic groups participated in 
National Loyalty Week that ended on December 9th, 1959. From the 
programme55 of this week of activities, it was noted that on December 3rd, 
the opening day, during the laying of the foundation stone of the 
Amphitheatre (National Theatre), there were prayers said in mosques, 
churches and temples. It showed the government's intention of bringing the 
people together and that laying the foundation stone had a special meaning 
for this newly formed city-state. 
Coinciding with all these, was the visit of an Indonesian Cultural Mission, 
which showed the recognition Singapore was now receiving from its 
neighbouring countries. As well as this, a National Theatre Fund Committee 
was appointed in early 196056 • In a second drive to raise funds for the then 
National Theatre there was a 'Cultural Week' from September lih to 19th 
1960, which was to be Singapore's first cultural festival, at the Victoria 
Theatre. 
Through their political struggle, the PAP government realised the 
importance of racial harmony through cultural understanding. After the 
PAP government came into power, they formed the Ministry of Culture to 
create the opportunity for multicultural development. They also established 
55 Ministry of Culture file, AR015, mc311/59, 0020, 0024, National Archives. 
56 At the end of 1960, a National Theatre Trust was set up to take charge of the fund, the construction 
work and the management of the theatre after completion; "Souvenir of the first SEA Cultural 
Festival", 1963, 8o&81. 
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the People's Association (PA) in July 1960, to promote racial unity. Many 
community centres were built for people of different ethnic groups to meet 
and mingle.57 The PA took up the role of promoting community unity 
through social and cultural means. All this was solid grounding for a broad 
cultural development. 
At its inauguration, by an Act of Parliament, the P A was told to "achieve a 
harmonious social mix across racial, language, religious and cultural 
barriers, and accomplish this through a recreational and educational 
programme, but without the intruding hand of politics." (PA, 1985, 28) 
However, since its earliest time, contributions of the P A had always been 
tied to political issues. From the 1962-63 political rallies,58 to the 1963 
merger, and to creating the goodwill mission after the 1964 racial riots,S9 the 
P A had contributed either through cultural performances or acted as a 
'middle-person' for political ends. 
The role of the communists was a sensitive issue. Political parties believed 
they needed their support if they were to be elected to government. This 
was because of the communist influence among the trade unions, Chinese 
middle schools and working-class peasants. However, their activities were 
creating serious social unrest. Fallowing the policy of the previous Labour 
Front government, the PAP government took strong action against the 
communist movement, using every possible political means towards 
stamping out communist influence. It was hoped that by encouraging and 
57 Community centres were seen to be the bridge between the government and the people, Josey, 1979, 
12; Turnbull, 1989, 307. In 1959 there were only twenty-four community centres, but during the next 
four years the PAP built more than a hundred new ones. (Turn bull, 1989, 275) 
58 "People's Association 25'h Anniversary Publication", 1985, 32. 
59 The Goodwill Committees were formed to perform the function of diffusing discord that sparked 
the communal riots of 1964, P A, 1985, 35; this was also mentioned during an interview with Encik 
Hamid bin Ahmad, cf., interview A000960/05 reel 5; and recalled by Mdm. Lim Ah Yeok, who was 
involved in organizing the Committees (1998 interview). 
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promoting a multicultural society through the promotion of cultural 
activities, people would be swayed to tum against communist activists. 
The political challenge of communist influence faced by the PAP 
government also extended to the P A. In July 1961, a year after the 
inauguration of the Association, political groups belonging to the 
Communist United Front movement started to instigate the staff in the P A to 
go on strike.60 The pro-communist staff also used the PA's premises to 
conduct propaganda to support the formation of the political party, the 
Barisan Sosialis (Socialist Front).6' 
Besides building unity among Singapore's diverse communities through 
cultural understanding, (as up till then, many still regarded their country of 
origin as their real home and the people lacked commitment and loyalty to 
Singapore) the priorities of the PAP government included economic and 
social reform. Living conditions and social security had to improve, so that 
communist activists could not use public grievances over these issues as a 
platform for their agitation. 
It was through anti-colonialism that multiculturalism emerged, the early 
political struggle promoting it, and Singapore's socio-political development 
further enhancing it. The PAP government, dominating the City Council 
since 1957, expanded the horizons by organising many open-air concerts at 
the City Hall steps with the performing arts of the four communities. The 
then Ministry of Culture, after Singapore gained self-government, also 
organised 'Aneka Ragam Ra 'ayat' 62 , 'The People's Cultural Show', in 
60 On September 2)rd 1961, hundred and seventy-seven out of a total of two hundred and thirty 
employees stopped work, PA, 1965,9 
61 "People's Association _5lh Anniversary Souvenir", 1965,9-11, for detailed description. 
62 It was also seen in the spelling- Aneka Regam Rakyat, andAneka Ragam Rayat. 
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kampongs (villages), with the slogan "bringing the art to the masses". The 
organisation of these shows consolidated multicultural content as the 
common form of cultural presentation. 
In the early 1960s, the political and social situations were not favourable 
enough for the government to woo industrialists and capitalists to the island. 
Turnbull (1989, 268 & 292) stated that Singapore's revenue still came 
mainly from entrep6t trade right into the 1960s. But, the Singapore Annual 
Report, in 1947, disclosed Singapore as being largely industrialized and that 
it had a variety of industries. Whatever the situation may have been, the 
signs were that the Government was keen to industrialize Singapore. In 
August 1961, an Economic Development Board63 was set up and Singapore 
embarked on an intense industrialization programme to provide more jobs.64 
The PAP government gave priority to issues of citizenship, education, and 
self-government. The government continued to improve and upgrade the 
lives and living conditions of the people.65 After 1959, a string of projects 
were started to improve education, health care, housing, public utilities, as 
well as the individual's well being. Furthermore, women's status was 
enhanced by the passing of a Women's Charter in 1962. A Public Utilities 
Board was established and more grants were given for education in 1963. 
Also, for the first time, housing development was ahead of schedule that 
same year. In general, it was not until after the mid-1960s' that the lives of 
people began improving. 
63 Its forerunner, the Singapore Industrial Promotion Board was constituted on March 21t 1957. 
Guide to the sources of history in Singapore, Vol. 1, 64. 
64 Backhouse, 1972, 153; and Turnbull, 1989, 275&276. 
65 Turnbull, 1989, 276-277, & 303. 
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There was a belief held by many that Singapore was a part of Malaya and 
that it had been artificially separated from it by British rule. Unification 
with Malaya promised many advantages: new economic opportunities in 
Malayan markets; full independence from the British66 ; access to Malaya's 
natural resources and assistance in controlling communist insurgency m 
Singapore. Singapore's only hope of economic survival was seen as m 
being part of the Federation ofMalaya.67 
In order to promote the issue of merger and foster closer ties with its other 
neighbours, Singapore started, in August 1960, to plan and organise cultural 
missions to Malaya and Indonesia. Later, in 1961, a similar cultural mission 
was organised to the proposed Malaysian territories of North Borneo 
(Sabah), Sarawak, and Brunei. 68 Opportunities for cultural presentations 
were opened to all cultural performing groups again, under the then Ministry 
of Culture. 
On the Malayan side, the Malayan government did not want to see 
Singapore achieve independence as a communist state, which would pose a 
threat to Malaya's security and political stability. In mid-1961, the Malayan 
Prime Minister Tunku Abdul Rahman's proposal to create a Malaysia 
comprising of Malaya, Singapore, North Borneo (Sabah), Sarawak and 
Brunei was agreed to in principle by all these territories. Knowing the 
implications of merger, the pro-communists and the opposition parties69 of 
66 On August 31st 1963, before the merger materialized in September, Lee Kuan Yew declared 
Singapore's de facto independence. 
67 Yusof bin Ishak, the Yang di-Pertuan Negara - head of state - and later the first president of 
Singapore, in his policy statement declared, 'The future of Singapore lies ultimately in re-uniting with 
the Federation of Malaya as a state in an independent country.' (Turnbull, 1989, 266) Josey, 1979, 23, 
and Back.house, 1972, 66. 
68 Ministry of Culture file documents in National Archives, AR033, mc920/59, 0002, 0010-17 & 0031-
35. 
69 The Socialist Front of Malaya, theBarisan Sosialis of Singapore, the Sarawak United People's Party 
and the Brunei Parti Ra'kyat; Singapore History Museum Exhibition Booklet, 1998, 7. 
58 
• 
Chapter 5 
Socio-Political Context 
... influencing cultural development 
these countries were against the move, describing it as an imperialist plot. 
The opponents of such a union met immediately and sent a mission, against 
the proposed merger, to meet with the United Nations Committee. For this, 
Lee Kuan Yew went to New York to defend this agreement in July 1962. In 
September that year, a referendum70 was held in Singapore in which the 
government gained a majority vote in favour of merger with the Malay 
states71 • There was also a great deal of regional opposition72 that delayed the 
formal federation of Malaysia, but finally in mid-September, Singapore, 
Sarawak, North Borneo (Sabah) and the Federation of Malaya formed 
Malaysia. 73 
The years 1961 to 1965, were hectic ones for Singapore. During this period 
there was a split in the PAP party74 between the extremist and the moderate 
members. There were exchanges of cultural missions between the proposed 
Malaysian territories and in January 1962, cultural delegations from these 
territories participated in a grand concert, 'Malam Malaysia' (Malaysia 
Night), that was presented at the steps of City Hall. In April 1962, 
Singapore sent a Cultural Mission to the Borneo territories 75 and there was a 
second 'Malam Malaysia' in August 1962.76 
70 From August 28th to 31st 1962, the PA accepted responsibility for carrying out a publicity campaign 
to explain the issues at stake in the Referendum that was to be taken on }t September. (PA, 1965, 12) 
71 In which Singapore gave up control over foreign affairs, defence and security to the central 
government in Kuala Lumpur, but retained its power over finance, labour and education. Turnbull, 
1989,274. 
72 Philippines, opposing the involvement of Sa bah, claimed the latter belonged to them. Indonesia saw 
the merger as a 'neo-colonialist plot' and Sukarno, then the President, launched the policy of 
Konfrontasi - armed confrontation - on January 2Qh 1963; it ended after Singapore became an 
independent state. Singapore History Museum Exhibition Booklet, 1998, 8 and Turnbull, 1989, 282, 
for a list of disruptions duringKonfrontasi. 
73 Brunei decided not to join the federation, ibid., 7 and ibid., 27 4. 
74 The conflict between left-wing and moderate elements of the PAP came into the open over the issue 
of merger with Malaya. The party rebels, led by the communist Lim Chin Siong, walked out of the 
assembly after the government had in principle agreed to merger. They formed a new party, the 
Barisan Sosialis. 
75 Ministry of Culture file, AR044, mc325/61, 0017, 0151-156 
76 Chapter 6, Cultural Activities, 84:16-19, and 84:22-26, 85:1 
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The first television signals came through the Radio Singapore77 station on 
February 15th 196378 and in the same year it became Radio Television 
Singapore (RTS). In the beginning, its main task was that of informing and 
educating the people on national issues: "politically, it was entrusted with 
the responsibility of interpreting the government's objectives and policies. 
In the economic field, RTS (had) the responsibility of promoting an 
understanding ofthe state of the national economy ... " (PAP, 1979, 140). It 
was also a strong tool used to combat communism. 
In April 1963, Singapore sent a Cultural Mission, 'Aneka Ragam 
Singapura', to Kuala Lumpur.79 When the then National Theatre was 
completed in 1963, the first South-East Asia Cultural FestivaP0, sponsored 
by the Singaporean government, was held in August, to promote cultural 
awareness and a friendly relationship with its neighbouring countries. After 
this, Singapore's general election was held in September. In this election, 
the PAP won 47% ofthe votes and 37 ofthe 51 seats.81 
The 1963 general election was of great importance to the PAP government. 
To consolidate their position, they needed to win the support of the masses 
which the communists had had since the mid-1950s, especially in the rural 
areas. To do this, Lee Kuan Yew, then the Prime Minister, visited all the 
77 Radio Broadcasting in Singapore began in 1935 when a private company, the British Malaya 
Broadcasting Corporation was formed; in 1941 a semi-government .organisation~ .the Malaya 
Broadcasting Corporation took it over. When the Federation of Malaya was granted independence in 
1957 the station was renamed Radio Singapore and then Singapore Broadcasting Service in 1959. "The 
People's Action Party, 1954-1979", 1979, 135 and also Guide to the sources of history in Singapore, 
Vol. I, 48. 
78 Turnbull, 1989,275. Television transmission in colour began on August 1' 1974. 
79 Ministry of Culture file, AR055, mc452/ 62,0032, 0110-0113 & 0187-0188, National Archives. 
80 Countries invited were Cambodia, India, Japan, the Philippines, Thailand, South Vietnam, Laos, 
Indonesia, Pakistan, Ceylon, Malaya, Sabah, Sarawak, Brunei, Hongkong and Burma (Myanmar). 
81 Barisan Sosialis won 32.1% and thirteen seats. The United People's Party formed in 1961 June by 
Ong Eng Guan, the 1957 elected Mayor of the City Council, won one seat. In 1965 July, he resigned 
from the Assembly. 
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constituencies. 82 This extensive tour gained him much support. 
Leong How Chan (1997 interview), former cultural official of the P A, 
recalls that a cultural programme, with items contributed by various cultural 
groups of that particular area, was organized in every constituency 
coinciding with the Prime Minister's visit. Wherever he went, there were 
performances before and after his speeches. This is another example of the 
strong links between politics and culture in Singapore. 
The result of the 1963 election meant the policies of the PAP had gained 
majority support. It was a reflection of the people's desire for political and 
social stability, security in their lives and more importantly, they realized 
that the PAP could provide them with hope for the future. 83 With this 
support, the PAP stepped up its crackdown on the left-wing movement. 
They removed trade union and student leaders, de-registered or dissolved 
trade unions and left-wing dominated associations and organizations. 
That year marked the decline of communist party influence, and the growth 
in the power and popularity of the PAP. After the 1963 election, "Lee Kuan 
Yew looked forward to turning Singapore into the 'New York of Malaysia, 
the industrial base of an affluent and just society'." (Turnbull, 1989, 278)84 
From that time, the PAP government worked towards transforming 
Singapore, from an entrep6t trade economy to an entrep6t manufacturing 
economy. 
82 PA, 1985, 32; and Turnbull, 1989,275 
83 Turnbull states: "it offered the best hope of orderly government ... and had provided social and 
economic benefits to the middle and a large part of the working class. (1989, 278) 
84 AR073, mc140/65, 0016, 0053. 
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However, this peace did not last, being interrupted by another wave of unrest 
in 1964.85 Differences between the central government in Kuala Lumpur and 
Singapore began to emerge. Differences86 within a short space of time were 
to prove fundamental enough to precipitate Singapore's expulsion from 
federated Malaysia in August 1965. That differences could rupture any 
attempt at union was foreshadowed in a 1946 White Paper, where the 
Secretary of State for the Colonies stressed: "Union must grow, if grow it 
will, and a premature decision to force into one entity communities with 
such widely different interests might cause friction and might cast a shadow 
over the whole future of the area." (quoted in Turnbull, 1989, 218) 
The Malaysian Prime Minister issued a statement on 5th August 1965 that 
Singapore was to withdraw itself from Malaysia and the separation 
agreement was reached on ih August. Singapore became an independent 
state on 9th August 1965.87 In that same year, Singapore became a member 
of both, the British Commonwealth ofNations and the United Nations.88 As 
a new nation state, one of Singapore's major objectives was to forge a 
national identity and this was reflected, from then on, in the performing arts. 
The government, and the people of Singapore alike, had to come to terms 
with the fact of the separation. To many it was a relief as they hoped that it 
would stop the racial tension and social unrest. Another blow, at this time, 
was Britain's withdrawaP9 of its defence bases in Singapore. This came 
after the British experienced economic setbacks at home and the decision• 
was announced in a White Paper90 • This brought new problems, both 
85 Backhouse, 1972, 70-71; Singapore :History Museum Exhibition Booklet, 1998, 10; and Oral History 
Centre, cf., interview A000960/05 reelS. 
86 Ibid., 70; ibid., 8-10; and Turnbull, 1989, 279 & 285. 
87 The last formal links with Malaysia were cut in 1973. Turnbull, 1989, xiii & 315 
88 Backhouse, 1772, 71, and Singapore :History Museum Exhibition Booklet, 1998, 13. 
89 Backhouse, 1972, 71&72, Josey, 1979, 27, Turnbull, 1989, 294, and also Singapore :History Museum 
Exhibition Booklet, 1998, 12. 
90 Turnbull, 1989, 293, has it in '1966'; Backhouse, 1972, 71, has it in '1967'. 
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economic and military, as Singapore had no developed defence base of its 
own, and many who had previously worked for the British become 
unemployed. 
In yet another test of survival, Singapore was quick to look to the region. It 
joined Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines and Thailand in becoming one of the 
founder members of ASEAN (Association of South-East Asian Nations), in 
1967.91 Facing many future uncertainties, the PAP government was 
somewhat encouraged by the result of the 1968 election, in which it won all 
seats92, with more that 84% of the vote. 1969 was the first strike-free year, 
and Singaporeans began to experience a period of peace and internal 
stability. 
5.6 Economic Progress -- Culture ingrained 
As a nation, Singapore had emerged successfully from the separation from 
Malaysia, and the British withdrawal. With political and social stability, 
economic progress began.93 In 1968, the first national shipping carrier, 
Neptune Orient Line, was launched. By 1970, Singapore's industrial 
economy was well on its way with the formation of the Jurong Town 
Corporation (JTC)94 • Singapore not only managed to woo investors from the 
Asian region, it also attracted European and American investment. 
Singapore also became the major oil refining centre of this region, being the 
third largest in the world by 1973. • 
91 Turnbull, 1989,315. 
92 The Barisan Sosialis boycotted the election and the Workers' Party put up only two candidates. 
(Turnbull, 1989, 295) and Backhouse, 1972, 71. This marked the beginning of one party rule till 
thirteen years later, when a Worker's Party candidate won a parliamentary by-election in 1981. 
93 Backhouse, 1972, 153&154, 160, and Turnbull, 1989, 295-297, for Singapore's economy growth. 
94 The JTC was established on June 1st 1968 under the JTC Act. Guide to the sources of history in 
Singapore, Vol. I, 70. 
63 
Chapter 5 
Socio-Political Context 
... influencing cultural development 
The 1970s were years for consolidating economic development, and there 
was a change of focus from trade to industry, with the aim to diversify 
Singapore's economy. After the international economic crisis of 1973-1975, 
Singapore began what Turnbull termed as a 'second industrial revolution' 
(1989, 317). Since the 1970s, Singapore, along with Rotterdam, New York, 
Yokohama and Hong Kong, has been one of the world's leading shipping 
ports. 
Although the government's emphases were on economic development and 
the consolidation of national defence in the 1970s, there was an open-
minded cultural policy and a commitment to promote a multi-cultural 
society. This was reflected in the establishment of the various cultural 
groups in the P A and in the National Theatre Club after the mid-1960s, and 
the National Dance Company in 1970, by the then Ministry of Culture. 
Cultural performing groups in the three ethnic communities also began to 
emerge. With these, a Festival of Arts began in 1977 and the People's 
Association organised the National Dance Festival in 1978. All these gave 
greater impetus to the development of dance in Singapore. 
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6.1 Prologue 
In the second decade of this century when Singapore was still a Straits 
Settlement, it was the destination of many immigrants. Among these 
immigrants were individual artistes and performing groups that came here to 
earn a living by performing. 
The Malay performing groups, from the Malay Archipelago, moved around 
the Malay villages of Singapore and its surrounding islands. 1 These groups 
were those of BangsawanZ, Wayang Kulit3 , Makyunft and Joget5• 
Bangsawan, the Malay opera, was basically a theatre performance,6 while 
Wayang Kulit, a shadow play, and Makyung, Malay Song drama, were 
basically street plays7, whereas Joget dances were performed in an open field 
or along the street. 
Early Joget performers, from the Indonesian islands8, came either by 
invitation from the headman of a village or from the villagers9 or came 
themselves to seek opportunities to dance 10 • By comparison with those 
invited groups, they usually stayed for a much longer period of time, from 
1 Cf., interview A000512/20 reel 3, A000709/12 reel 5 and A000457 /14 reel 14, Oral History 
Centre. 
2 Chapter 5, Socio-Political Context, footnote 3. 
3 Originated from Java with Indian influence, with storylines from Hindu epics. It was brought 
to the Malay Peninsula and later to Singapore; over here those involved were all Javanese. 
4 Makyung, performed by an all-women troupe, came from Kelantan. 
5 ]oget, a collective noun, refers to a rhythm in Malay music, to folk dances and/ or dancing that is 
based on the rhythm, at times also referred to dancers of such dances. 
6 Cf., interview A001216/11 reel3 and A 001255/06 reel4, Oral History Centre. 
7 Cf., interview A000709/12 reel 6 for Makyung; and A000915/10 and A 001255/06 reel 4 for 
Wayang Kulit, Oral History Centre. 
8 These early performers were from the Indonesia islands ofMoro, Puah & Riau; cf., interviews 
A000512/20 reel 2, A000319/30 reel 8, A000900/09 reel 9, & A001176/06 reel 5, Oral History 
Centre. 
9 Cf., interview A000319/30 reel22, and A001176/06 reel6, Oral History Centre. 
1° Cf., interview A000512/20 reel2 and A000709/12 reel6, Oral History Centre. 
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two weeks to a month 11 • As this practice developed, the villagers had to pay 
in order to dance with the Joget dancers. 12 Sometimes, during the dance, the 
male and female dancers responded to each other in impromptu poetry in 
songs 13 and it was from this that Joget slowly changed into a social dance 
form. 
Transformed into a form of social dancing, Joget dancers were invited 
during Malay wedding celebrations 1\ at which the guests would join in to 
dance with them. Later, Joget was further 'refined', for use in cabarets 
where men would pay hostesses to dance with them. In this new form of 
'modem Joget', it became a type of Malay 'Taxi Dancing'. Encik Shadat 
(1986 interview)15, says this first began: "before World War II; only then was 
there the modem Joget at Happy World .... it was also performed at New 
World, near Happy World16 • It was done at the cabaret near Bunga Tanjong 
Cabaret."17 When asked again, he said: "Before the World War, these 
cabarets had already existed, but Malay Joget was after the war." So, there 
is some doubt as to the precise dating of its entry into local cabaret culture. 
11 Cf., interview A000512/20 reel 2, A000709/12 reel 6 and A 000807/17 reel 2. This activity 
used to be performed from dusk, after the evening prayer, till dawn; later, with imposed 
restrictions, it stopped by mid-night, cf., interview A000319/30 reelS, and A001176/06 reel6. 
12 Encik Nongchik (1998, interview) recalled that in his home-town in Sumatra, Indonesia, before 
World War II in the 1930s, the ]ogets were also street performers as well. 'The ]ogets would 
perform on the streets and invite anyone in the audience to dance by putting a handkerchief on 
his shoulder. 
13 Cf., interview A000807 /17 reel 2, A001176/06 reel 6 and A000709/12 reel 6. Cf., interviews 
for ]oget in Communities of Singapore, Part 3 - Malays, Oral History Centre. 
14 Cf., interview A001216/11 reel3, A000319/30 reel 8 and A001176/06 reel 6. A special night, 
either before or after the wedding ceremony, was set aside for]oget with invited guests. Wayang 
Kulit was another invited performance at weddings and circumcision ceremonies. 
15 Cf., interview A000710/16 reel 16. 
16 There were a few entertainment centres in early twentieth century Singapore; besides 'New 
World' and 'Happy World', there was also 'Great World; in the beginning, these were for the 
Europeans and the rich and educated. 
17 In this early cabaret dancing, a guest would buy a ticket for 30¢ to dance with the dancers for 
one song, the length of the song would depend on the size of the crowd. 
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The influence of western culture transformed Joget into a form of social 
dance. When the locals saw the social dancing of the Europeans, they began 
to imitate and transform Joget into a similar fashion as those western social 
dances that were already found in the cabarets. Back.house (1972, 96) states 
that "the Malay dance, the Ronggeng, which originated in the royal courts 18 , 
is now seen mainly in its modem form, the Joget modem, danced to western 
pop music." After World War II and the Japanese Occupation, such Joget 
dancing was seen as part of the 'Yellow Culture' 19 and so believed by some 
to be creating social and family problems.20 
In the case of the Indian community, besides what was presented by the 
foreign artistes from India, folk dances were usually performed during 
religious and cultural festivals, and they were very much confined to various 
Indian sub-ethnic groups.21 
The Malayalees performed dances like the 'kaikotti kali', and dance drama 
and songs to celebrate one of their religious festival, Onam.22 The 
Gujerathis, like all Indian (north and south) Hindus, celebrated Navarathri 
festival23 , with nine days of dance in Singapore for all their community 
members. Mr. Shah (1987 interview) recalls: "They also used stick to 
dance ... ; women would clap in a different position. It is devoted to god, .. "24 
The Punjabi, Mehervan Singh (1985• interview), also recalls: "Up to the 
18 
"Performing Arts", Vol. 1, no. 1, 1984, 38. 
19 Chapter 5, Socio-Political Context, 51: 18-21. 
2° Cf., interview A000960/05 reel 5 and A000710/16 reell6. This was stopped after the PAP 
government came into power, cf., interview A000319 /30 reel 22. 
21 Siddique, 1982, 8, for an explanation on Indian ethnic and sub-ethnic groups. 
22 Cf., interview A000590/09 reel7, and A001251/04, reel3. 
23 Navarathri is a religious festival; Nava means nine and Rathri is night: nine nights of song and 
dance; on the ninth day the sub-ethnic communities would each pray to a particular deity. 
24 Cf., interview A000795/05, reel 5 
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1940s, the audience would stand around to allow the troupe to walk up and 
down. With the celebration of weddings came the popular dance of 
Bangara, which was performed by 10-20 persons"25 • The Telegu had 
dances, such as 'kumi' and 'kolattam ', presented by the children at night in 
the temple during their New Year, Ukathi. 
The Chinese had the local drama and the Chinese Wayang (Chinese Opera) 
that came from China itself. At this time, dance was secondary in Chinese 
Wayang. Besides these, there was the Lion Dance, which was, and still is, 
performed during important Chinese festive occasions. 
Paul Abisheganaden, a music pioneer and educator, recalled his personal 
knowledge of how Chinese Wayang was promoted: "There was no such 
thing as renting a hall and so on. They would go to such an area and set up a 
platform and then they would take over that whole area for a period of a 
week or two, and they would run their Wayang over there ... when they had 
finished with that area they would go to another area . . . They didn't charge 
for tickets, but they went around to the business people in the area and got 
donations and subscriptions, and that's how they were able to fund their own 
activities and pay the professionals that they had brought out from China. 
All these things happened as part of the music for the community from long, 
long ago, from pre-war days." (1997 interview) 
Dance, in regular existence as part of Singapore's culture, began in the late 
1940s and progressed amidst economic, political and social development 
during the mid-1950s. At this time, dance underwent rapid integration into 
25 Cf., interview A000553/67, reel65. 
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the culture and the organized forms of Chinese, Indian and Malay dance 
activities flourished. 
Every one of these - Chinese, Indian and Malay - ethnic communities, had its 
own dance forms and styles, and within each, there were further divisions of 
sub-ethnic groups and there thus emerged a variety of sub-ethnic cultural 
characteristics and dances. Classification of dances, as classical, traditional 
or folk dance was, however, not an issue in the development of dance in 
Singapore. This was mainly because from their inception people learnt 
dances that were available to them, and categorization of forms was not 
emphasized. Dances were known by their names or through descriptions 
that participants gave them. 
6.2 The Beginnings- Individual communities' involvement 
6.2.1 As local Chinese literature and drama emerged26, Chinese school 
students involved themselves in the performing arts. These needed a degree 
of literacy which explained why only school students were involved and why 
it was quite natural for them to learn dances and be involved in them when 
the need arose. Li Nong, writing about 'Singapore's Dance Development' 
(1982, 18), states: "By the late 1940's Chinese dance had become a 
significant element of our performing arts in Singapore." 
After World War II, Chinese school students were already presenting 
performances for school functions, with dances learnt either from amateur 
cultural groups or students of other Chinese schools. Chua Soo Pong, (1985, 
132) comments: "Student dance groups and other amateur dance companies 
26 Chapter 5, Socio-Political Context, 40:13-15. 
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have always been in the mainstream of theatre dance in Singapore. . .. most 
theatre dance creators and performers in Singapore were young people and 
principally students - of the Chinese middle schools, of the University of 
Singapore, etc." 
Madam Leong How Chan, (1997 interview) recounted her own experience 
of learning dance in 1953 when, while still a student, aged thirteen, she had 
no professional teacher. She learnt dance from some alumni associations 
which formed amateur cultural groups and moving from group to group she 
learnt to perform. Later, when she started to teach dance, she learnt dance 
from movies, dance scores, as well as, at times, from visiting artistes. Leong 
recalled having to learn dance from these visiting artistes in a short time, 
since they stayed in hotels and usually only had a small amount of time left 
in Singapore after completing their professional engagements. 
Early dances that existed in Singapore were the folk dances of the Hans, like 
'Cai Cha Pu Die' -"Tea Picking and Catching Butterfly" Dance. Chinese 
ethnic minorities' dances, such as Miao, as well as Tibetan and Mongolian 
dances were also introduced to the local dance community at different times. 
Therefore, for a long period of time, local dances were very much the same 
as those of China, in terms of movements and costumes as well as music, 
although some practitioners did make attempts to refine some aspects of 
these dances before presenting them in cultural performances. 
In the 1950s, Chinese dance became more popular than ever, besides being 
part of the Chinese schools activities, it now entered Chinese cultural 
organisations, such as Clan Associations. This was partly due to China's 
influence and to the oppression the local Chinese community was 
70 
Chapter 6 
Cultural Activities 
... dance development 
experiencing in the last decade of British rule.27 The building of the then 
Nanyang University by the Chinese community, for which many Chinese 
cultural bodies organized cultural activities to raise funds, also contributed to 
a surge in Chinese dance activities during this period. 
Before 1960, Chinese cultural activities were promoted mainly by the Clan 
Associations and the Chinese Middle Schools. While the school students 
concentrated on songs and dances from China, the associations, with greater 
human and financial resources, were able to enter into traditional arts such as 
the Peking Opera, the Flag Dance, and the Dragon and Lion Dance. 
6.2.2 Dance in the Indian community started with a better foundation, as 
artistes who came here very often stayed on to teach. As Dr. Uma Rajan 
(1982, 19) confirms: "There was an influx of Indian artistes like Padmaja, 
Rajan, the Travancone sisters, Vallathol Dance Troupe, Chowhan, Jetley and 
Dilip Kumar between the late forties and early fifties. .. . Jetley and Dilip 
Kumar stayed on for longer periods and presented the true cultural 
heritage.~."· Mr. Abisheganaden (1997 interview) also remembers: " ... there 
was a man called Jetley; he had already sowed the seeds of interest m 
classical Indian dancing and had done a very good job in Singapore." 
Unlike the Chinese who depended on schools and associations to develop 
their dance, the Indians already had a central body for the performing arts, 
from the late 1940s. The first institution of this nature, the Indian Arts 
Circle, now the Singapore Indian Fine Arts Society, was formed in 1949, as 
Mr. Menon recalls: "as a cultural base to promote culture, mainly music 
27 Chapter 5, Socio-Political Context, 45:17-20. 
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then; known as the Indian Art Circle originally, it changed to its present 
name in the 1980s." (1997, interview) The music combined instruments and 
vocals, as the two are very often strongly linked in Indian culture. In 1952, 
another Indian institution, Bhaskar's Academy of Dance, was established. 
The first ever local Tamil Festival started in 195328 , its aim being to bring all 
the Tamil-speaking groups of different religions- Buddhist, Christian, Hindu 
and Muslim- together. It was organized by Mr. Sarangapani, the president 
of the Tamil Representative Council, and the editor of the newspaper, 'Tamil 
Murasu'. This festival was recalled by Mr. Varathan (1990 interview)29 who 
himself formed the Rational Dramatic Troupe in 195 5, which participated in 
the festival, as well as the early National Day celebrations and Ministry of 
Culture-organized performances. 
After the mid-1950s, the Indian Arts Circle began to recruit dance teachers 
regularly from India on a more permanent employment basis. From the 
visits of Indian dance artistes and teachers, classical dance and dance drama 
forms, such as Bharata Natyam, Kathakali, Munipuri, Tagore, Kuchipudi, 
Mohiniattam, Kathak and Odissi, were brought to the local community. Of 
all, Bharata Natyam was, and still is, the most commonly taught dance form 
in Singapore. 
It was from this time too that the sub-ethnic groups, (apart from the Ceylon 
Tamil group that was formed in 1906 and the Malayalee group, formed in 
1917), such as the Bengali, Punjabi, Gujerati, and Telegu, formed 
28 The festival stopped when the Tamil Murasu was closed in 1968/69. 
29 Cf., interview AOOl000/08, reel4 
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associations or clubs. These were mainly for the younger generation to learn 
about their cultures and their languages, but very often dances were taught in 
these places as well. However, the dances the children learnt were of those 
classical forms, which are mentioned above. Folk dances had not been 
popularized in these communities, since for a number of generations there 
had been no teachers. 
However, according to Mr. Menon (1998 interview), folk dances still 
existed, albeit in very limited forms. As Mrs. Sathyalingam (1997 interview) 
remarked: "folk dance is a very, very integral part of Indian dance. You 
have to learn it. ... If it's a Kolatam, it's a Kolatam, if it's a Naga dance, it's 
a Naga dance. It has its own ethnic qualities. So, that is as serious as 
learning classical dance." 
In 1959, the Indian Arts Circle, established the Academy of Fine Arts to 
develop the dance component of Indian culture. Sheila Fernandez (1985 
interview) commented that "girls should at least know about music and 
dance."30..,. This was possibly so because in India, music and dance were, and 
still are, seen as sacred, a devotion to the gods and therefore, only those in 
the upper castes, or of high social status, were allowed to learn them. But 
when Indians came to Singapore, the caste system was not observed as 
strictly by all of the Indian community. Thus, in Singapore many of the 
Indians had greater cultural approval and opportunity to learn dances than 
did their counterparts in India. 
3° Cf., interview A000569/11 reel 8 
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6.2.3 The Indian community had a pool of human resources to tap which 
the Chinese and Malay communities did not have. Among the Chinese, 
political differences between China and Singapore hindered access to the 
same type of help Indians could get. Though Malaya and Indonesia are close 
by, the Malay dance community did not have an organising body like that of 
the Indians which could explore the vast characteristics of dances from the 
Malay Archipelago and teach them to Singaporean Malays. Therefore, the 
Malay dance that existed here did so through the relatively disorganized and 
uncoordinated efforts of the general Malay community. 
In the early 1950s, the Bangsawan artistes became the first teachers of 
Malay dances. 31 A characteristic of Bangsawan was that there were always 
songs, dances, comedy sketches or a combination of these, presented either 
during a change of scenes or a change of props or while artistes in the main 
performance were getting ready for the performance. Bangsawan artistes, as 
they travelled around to perform, learnt dances from different parts of the 
Malay Archipelago and incorporated these into their acts, giving them their 
own flavour and interpretation. 
Nongchik Ghani (1997 interview) recalled: "the Wayang groups did perform 
. . . Malay dance like the Candle Dance, 'Kaparinyo' - the Scarf Dance, ... 
from Sumatra: And also the Balinese Dance." Therefore, when amateur 
dance groups, that were usually formed in an ad hoc way,32 wanted to learn 
Malay dances for cultural performances, they turned to these artistes. 
31 During this time, there were still Bangsawan and Joget. ]ogets were found on the surrounding 
islands rather than on the main island, Singapore. TheBangsawan performers also turned]ogets 
when their art was on the decline. 
32 Chapter 5, Socio-Political Context, 48:13-19. 
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Malay cultural groups, in the 1950s, were formed usually only for a 
particular performance or cultural project. Therefore, there was a variation 
of standards in the quality of the dancers, there being no regular training or 
practice. In 1955, with the advice of Zubir Said, the composer of our 
national anthem, Sriwana, a cultural society, was formed. (Nongchik, 1997 
interview) This was not an easy task, as the social attitude of the Malay 
community was not supportive towards people who were involved in dance. 
Unlike the Indians who saw it as an honour to dance, the Malay community 
held a comparatively low regard for people in the performing arts. 
Malay dances were developed on the five rhythms, namely, Zapin, Masri, 
Asli, !nang and Joget. Nongchik (1982, 21) has recorded: "In the 1950's ... 
[the number of] Malay dances could be counted on the fingers of one's hand. 
The dances usually performed are Tari Lilin (Candle Dance), Tari 
Kaparinyo (a Sumatran Dance), Tari Payung (Umbrella Dance), and Tari 
Dondang Sayang (Love Song) and other joget-type dances." These dances, 
few as they were, contributed to performances for fund-raising and anti-
colonialism campaigns. 
The growth of political and social discontent among the people of Singapore 
towards the colonial British created an environment in which all the different 
ethnic groups came together to present their cultures, emphasising 
Singaporean nationalism and the desire for self-government. The 
presentation of all the ethnic dances at every cultural event then became a 
regular feature of Singaporean life from the time it became an independent 
state. 
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After self-government had been achieved in 1959, dance began to develop 
rapidly, in every ethnic community, as part of the nation's progress, 
especially when economic development reached its peak in the 1970s. 
Dance developed with the assistance of a few main organising bodies, such 
as the Ministry of Culture, the People's Association, and the National 
Theatre Trust. Although each of these focussed on different areas, they 
nevertheless worked closely together to bring cultural performances to the 
people and to bring together the different cultural groups as well. 
Here, the identity of dance, whether it was an art form, a theatrical work, or 
social interaction, was not an important issue. What was important was the 
incipient attempt to mould an embryonic national consciousness, to try and 
graft the ethnic identities of the various groups, into the fabric of a 
Singaporean identity through their cultural practices such as dance. Dance 
was used as a cultural medium for political rallies and as an ambassador for 
cultural exchanges that took place. The emphasis was on the activities that 
were going on when dance was presented rather than the artistic appreciation 
of dance characteristics per se. 
6o3 Dance Transition -The new nation 
The Ministry of Culture33 was established when self-government was first 
achieved. Its cultural affairs section had a policy to organize activities that 
were widespread, mass-based and popular, and as such it acted as the 
organising body for nation-wide cultural activities. These included the 
Aneka Ragam Ra 'ayat (The People's Cultural Show), the Cultural Festival, 
cultural missions to other countries, the National Day celebration, the Prime 
33 Appendix 6.1. 
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Minister's and the Yang di-Pertuan Negara's (Head of State) receptions for 
foreign visiting guests, community leaders and other important events of 
State. 
The first cultural project which the Ministry of Culture undertook was the 
Aneka Ragam Ra 'ayat (hereafter the ARR), which was presented weekly or 
fortnightly. 34 The Ministry organized the ARR shows with the help of 
Chinese, Indian and Malay performing arts groups, and with help from the 
PAP branches and Radio Singapore. It occasionally also sponsored 
performances put up by the performing arts groups. 
Drawing on its experience in organising the ARR, the Ministry organized the 
National Loyalty Week in December 1959. It was a week of performing 
arts' displays that included sea sports35 , school, police and military 
processions and musical floats, which took place in the city centre. There 
were also concerts in schools and community centres, plus lantern 
processions, the Lion and Dragon Dances. The ARR shows were also taken 
to Singapore's rural areas and to Pulau Bukom Besar (an island off 
Singapore). The proceeds from these cultural performances went towards 
the building of the National Theatre. To oversee this, the National Theatre 
Fund Committee was formed in early 1960 . 
• 
The schedule for the ARR in 1960 was better organized and performances 
covered more rural areas, as well as the surrounding islands, Pulau Tekong 
Besar, Pulau Ubin and Pulau Senang, instead of the limited few areas it had 
34 Items were not restricted to just dance, drama, music and song, there were also acrobatics 
(which included cycling and juggling) and sketches, a true variety show. 
35 Sea sports, especially the boat races, were popular activities in Singapore and its islands in the 
early days. The first Pesta Sukan, the Festival of Sport, started in 1966; Backhouse, 1972, 95. 
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covered in 1959. Many of these places, up till then, still did not have proper 
roads and supply of electricity. Thus, it was a considerable achievement in 
itself to bring these shows to the masses in these areas and it showed the 
extent the government was prepared to go to in trying to reach the people 
everywhere in Singapore through cultural means. 
Although sets of radios were given to villages36, broadcasting was used 
mainly to keep the people informed of current affairs and provided some 
music for the pleasure of listeners. Apart from that, there was very little 
entertainment37 and the majority of the people still could not afford 
European-style entertainment. This, combined with the fact that 
Singaporeans had never been treated to such performances before, resulted 
in the ARR shows being very well received. 
In April 1960, when the New Zealand Prime Minister visited Singapore, a 
cultural performance of dance, music and song from the ethnic communities 
was staged in his honour at the Cultural Centre Theatre. Also, in 
conjunction with the first National Day celebration, on June 3rct, a week of 
daily performances was planned. Through these performances, audiences 
and participants, Singaporeans of various races, came together in an 
otherwise diverse society. 
For its earlier National Day celebrations, which Singapore celebrated in the 
early 1960s in the period of self-government before full independence, Joget 
groups were invited to some of Singapore's surrounding islands. On these 
36 Cf., interview A000319/30 reel22, and A000709/12 reelS, Oral History Centre. 
37 Cf., interview A000807/17 reel 2, A000915/10 reel 8, and A001255/16 reel 4, Oral History 
Centre. 
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islands, Joget and boat races provided the mam entertainment. 38 After 
independence, the new government required the issuing of permits before 
groups could perform.39 This made it more difficult for groups to move 
around the islands and eventually Joget was no longer seen in the outlying 
islands. 
6.3.1 PAP Government Involvement 
On one hand, the government was very determined to get cultural activities 
going, but on the other, it also took precautions against them being used as a 
cover for communist insurgency. A memorandum (dated June 22nd 1960) to 
the Ministry of Culture stated that "with effect from August 1st 1960, any 
person who applies for a licence under the Public Entertainments Ordinance 
... is requested to submit four copies of the complete script... An advisory 
Committee consisting of officials of the Home, Education and Culture 
Ministries has been formed .... " (Ministry of Culture file) 
Beginning in the early 1960s, the advisory Committee on public 
entertainment compiled lists of disallowed songs, dances and plays. The list 
was based on a general policy that "any public performance which may 
cause, sharpen or remind [us of] racial, economic or religious differences of 
conflicting interests should be discouraged. . .. " and it explained that "many 
unintentional activities could easily lead to disasters and chaos if they were 
allowed to occur in unfavourable circumstances or situations and at 
unopportune (sic) times." (Ministry of Culture File) This showed the 
government's awareness and sensitivity towards the ethnic communities, in 
that they were careful about racial issues and harmony. 
38 Cf., interview A 001176/06 reel 5, Oral History Centre. 
39 Cf., interview A001176/06 reel 6, Oral History Centre. 
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At this stage of Singapore's fledgling post- colonial existence it was an 
imperative of political and social policy that racial and religious harmony be 
built and reinforced. The implications of not doing so were no less than the 
disintegration of Singapore with the consequent descent into a mire of 
communal violence and terror, the like of which Singapore was to taste in 
the unrest of 1964/65. To foster this, they instituted the People's 
Association. 
The People's Association (hereafter the PA)40, established in 1960, was an 
organisation that was to promote cultural activities and racial unity, to create 
a bridge between the government and the people. It initially played the 
supporting role of contributing to the Ministry of Culture's performances, 
but later took on the responsibility as an organising body at a community 
level. After Singapore's independence, the PA was engaged in the 
promotion of mass participation in recreational and cultural activities 
through its network of community centres. 
In September that same year, the National Theatre Fund committee 
organized Singapore's first Cultural Festival, the main purpose of which was 
fund raising. In a radio talk show, however, it announced that " ... what is all 
the more important is ... to unite the workers in the field of culture and art of 
all races and to promote the co-operation and the cultural heritage of brother 
races. ...and desire for creating the new Malaya culture." (AR033, 
mc924/59, 0006, 0100-0102) What came out ofthis was the establishment of 
the National Theatre Trust (hereafter the NTT)41 , whose role was mainly to 
raise funds for the National Theatre and later, to run the Theatre. It also 
40 Appendix 4. 
41 Appendix 6.2. 
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became an organising body in its own right, hosting shows and inviting local 
and foreign performing groups to put on shows in the theatre once it was 
built. 
With full-scale nation building well under way by 1961, the government 
branched into the tourism industry; it named that year 'The Orient Year 
1961' to promote Singapore, and a string of activities under the Orient Year 
Committee took place. Among these was a Cultural Night presented at the 
Cultural Centre on January 16th. After the National Theatre Trust came into 
existence, it sponsored a 'Malam Kebudayaan' on February 18th and 19th at 
the Victoria Theatre, which consisted mainly of Malay performing arts, to 
raise funds for the National Theatre. 
With social development progressing, the ARRs took on additional roles. 
Apart from the scheduled shows and those for National Day celebrations, 
shows were also staged to grace the opening of a Furniture Exhibition and a 
new housing estate in Tiong Bahru, and during the International Air Show at 
Pay a Lebar Airport. For the annual Cultural Festival of 1961, twenty ARRs 
were also staged to provide the opportunity for island-wide participation.42 
During the International Air Show, a state project, from April gth to 16th, 
there were performances every night. There was a night of 'Dances of 
Singapore', a 'Malayan Night' and on the closing night, there was an 'Orient 
Night'; coinciding with the 'Orient Year' of 1961. Although each night had 
a different title or theme, the programmes from the ministry's file show they 
42 AROll, mc213/59 pt. I, 0013, 0002. 
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were basically the same items each night. 
Although promotion of culture was one of the PA's declared objectives, 
because of the problems created by the communist infiltration of Singapore, 
its early social activities were left very much to the resourcefulness and 
enthusiasm of the staff.43 On its first anniversary, the PA put up concerts in 
different parts of the island from July 2nd to 23rct 1961. Altogether, there 
were ten performances, with items contributed mainly by various community 
centres and with a few from some clan associations' amateur cultural groups 
and school students' clubs. 
Likewise, for the Cultural Festival from August 19th to 261\ there was a good 
number of items for a week-long festival. It was announced (AR033, 
mc924/59 pt I, 0007, 0013) that '" ... the Orient Year programme will be 
marked by island-wide cultural events ... ". But many of these items from 
different groups were replicated. There was a limited variety of items 
provided by the various performing groups, and very often they were 
duplicated by one another, making some concerts quite repetitive. 
At this time, there was still no professional dance group in any of the ethnic 
communities. So, when organising performances, the ministry had to write 
to organisations to ask for items. Performing groups and individuals who 
wanted to involve themselves actively sought out officials by writing to the 
Ministry, stating their area of performance and hoping to be included in 
organized events. 
43 
"The First Twenty Years - of the People's Association", 1980, 291. 
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During this time, ethnic groups crossed cultural boundaries to learn the 
dances of other cultures. This was especially so among the Chinese cultural 
groups who had learnt Malay and Indian dances. Nongchik (1997, 
interview) recalled dancers from Indonesia teaching the Nanyang 
University44 students Malay dance. One such artiste45 who did this was Mdm. 
Leong How Chan. She and a few others had even made a trip in 1959/60 to 
the east coast of the Malayan Peninsula, to Trengganu and Kelantan, to learn 
Malay folk and traditional dances. (1997 interview)46 
By now, the Malays and Chinese had both learnt some new dances from 
Indonesia and Malaya, and from Taiwanese artistes and teachers. Chua 
(1990, 124) comments: "The intricate steps and musical styles introduced 
broadened the repertoire of Malay cultural associations considerably." 
However, as mentioned previously, the variety was limited, even more so as 
there were a number of dances that were banned47 by the government for 
political reasons to do with the communist messages they were judged to be 
promoting. 
Even at events such as the 1961 Cultural Festival, though the programme 
tells us approximately forty six schools participated along with other 
organisations, there was a great similarity in what was performed, and the 
costumes and props that the Ministry had assisted them in borrowing were 
44 Chapter 4, Socio-Economic Development, 38:11-12. The Malay dancers themselves learnt 
Malay dances through these engagements of the Nanyang University. 
45 Another was Mr. Richard Tan T ai Kiat, who studied Bharata Natyam for two years in 
Kalahshetra, Madras; Ministry of Culture File. 
46 Mdm Leong's script, Shai mi wu- Sieve Rice Dance, 1976, 43-53; compiled after the Malaya trip, 
it recorded the journey and the dances learnt. 
47 Chapter 6, Cultural Activities, 79:5-12. 
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often shared. 
To redress this situation, the Ministry of Culture organized competitions for 
the best original works in music, song, play, dance and painting. In the letter 
to potential participants, it stated that "the 1961 competitions ... are aimed at 
encouraging local playwrights, composers and artists to produce work with a 
Malayan background in any one of the four officially recognised 
languages, ... " (Ministry of Culture file) 
From 1959 to 1961, this venture of the Ministry of Culture gained nation-
wide support, with people responding enthusiastically to cultural 
performances. From the community level, there were amateur performing 
groups and individuals who participated; from the academic level there were 
schools of all language streams, as well as involvement from their past 
pupils' associations. The People's Association began to involve itself in the 
various performances organized or initiated by the Ministry of Culture, and 
from the business world, there were unions and professional associations that 
presented items. These contributions were solely voluntary efforts. The 
Ministry helped in areas such as the loan of costumes48 and the arrangement 
for transport, but artistes were not paid. 
In 1961, ~after two years of organising the ARR, the Ministry of Culture 
began to invite groups that were able to present or organize a show to do so 
with the Ministry's sponsorship. Another change was that community 
bodies were now taking a more active role in organising while the Ministry 
of Culture began taking a back seat. Slowly this resulted in more schools 
48 For new dance items the ministry would even help pay the cost of costumes; Ministry of 
Culture file. 
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and cultural performing groups staging shows independently of the Ministry. 
After the announcement of Singapore's merger with the Federation of 
Malaya, Sarawak, Sabah and Brunei in 196149, the cultural scene m 
Singapore changed somewhat in 1962. What followed this announcement 
was a series of cultural missions between these proposed Malaysian 
territories. The first joint effort in cultural performance was "Malam 
Malaysia" (Malaysia Night) held on February 2nd 1962, in Singapore, with 
local participants and those from the other States, staged in conjunction with 
the fourth meeting of the Malaysia Solidarity Consultative Committee. 
That was followed by a cultural mtsswn from Singapore to the Borneo 
territories between April 24th and May 2nd 1962. Then came the second 
"Malam Malaysia" on August 14th, again held in Singapore. Like the first 
show, cultural troupes from the Federation of Malaya, Brunei, Sarawak and 
Sabah participated in this three hour programme of music, dance and 
sketches which depicted the contemporary cultural characteristics of 
Malaysia and its rich cultural heritage. (AR50, mc233/62 pt. x, 0003, 0041) 
The only recorded ARR in the first half of this year was on January 15th for 
delegates from Sarawak. More ARRs were scheduled from July 1962, 
among which were those put up for the National Trade Union Congress 
(NTUC) on September 17th, the opening of Kranji outdoor clinic on October 
161h and the opening of the Serangoon Garden Estate Market on November 
18th, as well as those for the Prime Minister's constituency visits. 
49 Chapter 5, Socio-Political Context, 58:19-22. 
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Two years after its formation, the P A began to participate in the ARR. From 
the list submitted in July 1962, there were about seven dances, all Chinese, 
prepared for the ARRs that year. In these early efforts, the P A staff came 
together to learn the dances. Mdm Lim Ah Yeok (1997 interview) 
recollected: "the staff, in those days, graduated from Chinese schools, and 
having a love for the arts, maintained their involvement: if not in singing, it 
would be in dancing; so these people came forward to perform."50 
In 1962, there was a change in the contributing bodies for the ARR. The 
setting up of the P A saw less PAP branches, unions, and past pupils' 
associations participating. The entertainment nature of the ARR was also 
altered with the emergence of the Malaysian merger issue. To promote the 
federation of Malaysia, a Merger Campaign Committee was formed. In mid-
1962, it allowed speeches by Assemblymen in-between items performed 
during the ARRs. Another approach to foster the idea of merger, started by 
the committee, was to invite storytellers to write scripts for "humorous 
sketches in which the character who opposes Malaysia should be made a 
laughing stock". (AR049, mc233/62 pt. vi, 0026, 0055) 
The Committee also wanted that year's (1962) Cultural Festival to be part of 
the merger and Malaysia Campaign. This festival, consisted of dance drama, 
drama, music, opera and dance in a week-long programme, focused on the 
issue of Malaysia. From the opening speech of the Yang di-Pertuan Negara 
(head of state), to the representative of the festival committee, to the Political 
Secretary (Ministry of Culture) on the closing night, one common theme was 
stressed, viz., Malaysian culture, through which national identity could be 
50 
"The First Twenty Years- of the People's Association", 1980, 293. 
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achieved. 
Encik Rahim Ishak, the Political Secretary (Ministry of Culture), stated that 
"Malaysia must not only have political and economic unity, it must also have 
an integrated culture which becomes the emotional foundation of a sense of 
belonging and of a common loyalty of its people. . .. There is no better way 
of achieving this emotional foundation of Malaysia than through the impact 
of cultural activities which create the mutual willing and democratic 
acceptance of ideas". (AR50, mc240/62, 0012, 0086&87) From this time on 
there was a visible use of cultural activities to propagandise political causes. 
In the first informal visit of the Yang di-Pertuan Negara, Encik Yusof bin 
Ishak, to a constituency on April 9th 1961, only a few cultural items were 
presented. However, from December 1962, use of the ARR to carry a 
political message started. Shows were staged in conjunction with the Prime 
Minister's tour of constituencies 51 and this was a common feature of his tours 
throughout 1963 at a time when the Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew was 
trying to gain the support of the masses for the merger with Malaya, and 
later, for the coming elections. 
From the end of 1962, the Prime Minister also held receptions at Sri 
Femasek52, for the community leaders. When the Head of State of Cambodia 
and his wife, Prince Norodom Sihanouk and Madame Sihanouk visited 
Singapore, a cultural show was staged in their honour, on December 18th, 
during the Prime Minister's reception. 
51 Turnbull, 1989, 275, and PA, 1985, 32. 
52 The official residence of the Prime Minister. 
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By this time, the limited number of dances that were presented in almost all 
the cultural performances no longer interested the local people. They were 
beginning to remark on the similarity of items in performances put on by the 
ministry and the P A. Since its inauguration, the P A had maintained close 
ties with the Ministry of Culture and they shared information, resources and 
even staf:fi3 • This led to a meeting between the two, the Ministry of Culture 
and the People's Association, in December 28th 19625\ for the staff of both 
organisations to search for effective ways of working together, since they 
had similar objectives and common goals. 
1963 was a year of political importance for the PAP government. There was 
the upcoming formation ofthe Federation of Malaysia, as well as the nation-
wide elections which required more work to be done to gain the consent and 
support of the people for this union. Receptions were held in Sri Temasek, 
and in Istana Negara55 at different times throughout the year until October, 
as both the Federation of Malaysia and the Singapore elections were to be 
held in September 1963. For these reasons, cultural shows presented at the 
Prime Minister's receptions gained importance. 
ARRs in conjunction with the Prime Minister's tour to the constituencies 
were also organized from January to December 1963. Most ARRs were for 
political purposes, apart from those for Chinese New Year and Hari Raya56 , 
and those related to local community development, such as the opening of 
Simpang Bedok post office on March 15\ the community centres on June 17th 
53 Mdm. Leong How Chan who was the cultural officer in the P A was seconded to the ministry 
for one year in 1961 (1997 interview) 
54 AR 059, mc74/63, 0034, 0002&0003, Ministry of Culture file. 
55 Official residence of the Head of State, Yang di·PertuanNegara. 
56 Malay Festival 
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and November 9th, and the Tuas Veterinary extension centre on November 
23rct; the dedication ceremony for the Singapore International Airport on July 
27th, and the laying of the foundation stone for the Geylang Serai 
redevelopment on August 5th.57 
Politically driven cultural relationships saw two local artistes58 selected, 
together with those from Sarawak, Brunei, British and North Borneo, to form 
a cultural delegation to visit India59 from January 17th to February 14th 1963. 
There was also another invitation to participate in and contribute to the 
Asian-African Cultural show in mid-May in Djakarta (Jakarta)60 • But this 
did not proceed any further and remained just an invitation. 
Working in line with local social policy, a cultural show was presented at the 
Victoria Theatre on February 12th 1963, for delegates of the seventh 
International Conference on Planned Parenthood. From this time on, cultural 
activities used for political and social reasons were very visible. 
Singapore presented yet another Cultural Mission, 'Aneka Ragam 
Singapura', on April2Pt and 22nct 1963, in Kuala Lumpur, in response to the 
Radio Malaya variety show, the 'Panggong Aneka', which visited Singapore 
at the end of 1962.61 That same year was also supposed to be the last time 
that National Day would be celebrated on June 3rct; with the approaching 
57 From Ministry of Culture File 
58 Mr. K. P. Bhaskar and EncikSuri Mohyani. AR048, mc141/62, 0008, 0042&0043 on artistes. 
59 The invitation was extended by the government of India in June 1962. AR048, mcl41/62, 
0008, 0011, 0019&0020, 0040, 0053,& 0076. 
60 Sponsored by the Djakarta Raya Military Command, in connection with the Asian-African 
Journalists' Conference; proceeds were to go to the National Fund for Natural Disasters, such as 
the Balinese victims of the Mt. Agung eruption; AR064, mc231/63, 0035, 0010, Ministry of 
Culture File. 
61 AR055, mc452/62, 0032, 0187&0188; Ministry of Culture File. 
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formation of the Federation of Malaysia, arrangements were made in 
anticipation of Malaysia Day in September, 1963. 
1963 marked the beginning of de-centralised events for National Day 
celebrations. Instead of getting schools and community centres to participate 
in a centralised programme for National Day, schools, the People's 
Association, clubs and associations were asked to organize activities with 
their students and members separately at their own venues. However, state 
organized ARRs, instead of touring to different areas of Singapore, were 
held only at City Hall steps and Hong Lim Park, and these were televised 
island wide62 • 
The first South-East Asia Cultural Festival, which replaced the annual 
Cultural Festival, was held in the first two weeks of August 1963 to 
commemorate the opening of the National Theatre. Out of the sixteen 
invited, eleven Asian countries, including Singapore, participated.63 There 
was even a three-man mission to some of these participating countries to 
finalise arrangements for the festival. This showed the determination of the 
Singaporean government to make sure, in every possible way, that any 
problem or difficulty that might arise could be dealt with beforehand to 
enable the smooth running of the festival. This Cultural Festival could be 
seen as the formal introduction of Singapore to its neighbours. 
The emphasis of the festival's programme, on Singapore's part, was to 
prominently display the combination and integration of elements of the three 
62 Television transmission started in Singapore in February 1963 and colour television was 
installed in community centres by December 1974. 
63 Hong Kong, Philippines, Vietnam, Laos, Thailand, Cambodia, India, Indonesia, Malaya, North 
Borneo, Pakistan and Singapore. Chapter 5, Socio-Political Context, footnote 80. 
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ethnic cultures' artistry. There was a combined Chinese, Indian and Malay 
orchestra with folk songs and dances; a dance drama entitled 'Oceans Meet' 
- a combined effort of Chin Woo Athletic Association (Chinese), Bhaskar's 
academy of Dance (Indian) and Lembaga Tetap Kongress64 (Malay). A 
further interesting innovation was 'Festival Drums', a combination of 
Chinese, Indian, Malay and Western drums playing together. Besides these, 
there was music from a Festival Symphony Orchestra; singing by a choir; 
and a five-minute National Dress display. The deliberate arrangement, 
featuring the different ethnic communities as a single entity, was used to put 
across the message of Singaporean racial unity. 
The South-East Asia Cultural Festival was followed by 'Malam Budaya 
Malaysia' - 'An Evening in Malaysia', a cultural performance over two 
days, as part of the Malaysia Day celebrations in Kuala Lumpur on August 
3 151 and September 1st 1963, with Malaya and all federated territories, Sa bah, 
Sarawak and Singapore contributing.65 However, the Malaysia Day 
Celebration of 1963, organized by the central government, was the first and 
last one Singapore was to participate in. In 1964, there was racial tension 
and unrest and in 1965, Singapore was no longer part of Malaysia, being 
asked to withdraw from the Federation. 
On October gth 1963, a cultural presentation was staged for the 4th World 
Orchid Conference delegates at the Istana Negara. On November 11th, the 
Ministry of Culture also presented a cultural performance in the grounds of 
the Istana Negara in honour of the Yang di-Pertuan Negara of Malaysia. 
(Ministry of Culture file). 1963 was a year of social, economic and political 
64 Lembaga Tetap Kongress, (LTK) was the central body for Malay organizations. 
65 AR059, mcl18/63, 0008, 0009-0010, & 0043; Ministry of Culture File. 
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struggle as the PAP government worked to build the basis for Singapore to 
have a viable thriving society. 
In 1964, there was a slowing down of cultural activities since the formation 
of Malaysia had led to hostility from Indonesia, greatly affecting Singapore's 
economy and social peace. Having less revenue, the government cut funding 
for cultural events. Because of the lack of funds, there was no Cultural 
Festival in 1964, the first time it had not been held since 1960. (AR073, 
mcl45/65, 0016, 0029) This was a strong reminder of how economic 
prosperity impinged directly on cultural development in the fledgling 
Singapore. 
ARRs were still held, but only until June 1964, with functions and character 
similar to the previous years. Apart from one in celebration of the 1963 
general elections, two for the Prime Minister's tour of constituencies and 
those for Chinese New Year, Hari Raya Puasa and May Day celebrations, 
shows were usually presented in conjunction with some social event. There 
were ARRs for welcoming back the Malaysia Goodwill Mission on February 
27th, for a Table Tennis Championship on March gth, and a community centre 
anniversary on June 6th. 
Signs of rapid social development in Singaporean society could be seen from 
the choice of location for the other ARRs that were held for the opening of 
Thomson Road veterinary centre on February 1st, a Housing Board's 
apartment block on April lOth, Geylang Serai Market on April 17th, a 
community centre on May 31 5\ and the laying of the foundation stone of a 
housing estate on June 1st. For diplomatic reasons, there was one ARR held 
at His Excellency, Encik Yusof bin Ishak's reception in honour of New 
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Zealand Prime Minister, Mr. K Holyoake at the lstana Negara on April 11th 
1964. 
As 1963 was a victorious year for the PAP government, the official agenda 
for 1964 included a reception on April 4th, at Sri Temasek, in honour of the 
participants of the Singapore National Trade Union Congress Annual 
Convention. However, between mid-1964 and October 1964, there were no 
cultural shows, with Singapore troubled by race riots. On November 7th, a 
cultural performance was held at the lstana Negara for members of the 
reception committee of the constituencies of Kampong Kembangan, 
Sembawang, Kampong Glam, Rochore, Crawford; another was held on 
November 29th at Sri Temasek. 
All this time though, funds were still being raised for the National Theatre 
Trust, from shows put on by individual performing groups and the joint 
efforts of various other groups. The performance, 'Panorama Singapore', 
initiated by Chinese Cultural groups was presented on July 11th and 12th 
1964 at the National Theatre.66 
Although National Day was still celebrated on June 3rd, it was very much 
scaled down in comparison with the previous years. Racial tensions in the 
community, combined with the bad economy were the main reasons for this. 
As part of the move to defuse the racial tension, an "Inter-Racial Goodwill 
Nite" was organized by the Queenstown Goodwill Committee, held on 
August 15th 1964 at the Queenstown Community Centre. 
66 AR067, mc119/64, 0025, 0073&0197; Ministry of Culture File. 
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The Prime Minister also held a 'Goodwill Cultural Night' on August 29th 
1964 at the National Theatre, which was followed by a 'Malaysia Night' on 
August 30th at the same venue for the Malaysia Day celebrations held in 
Singapore. To ease the tension of racial riots and to call for unity among the 
ethnic communities, a National Solidarity Week67 was organized and a 
cultural performance 'Solidarity Night' was presented at a rally on 
November 17th 1964 at the National Theatre. 
Before the middle of the 1960s, there was no proper organisation that 
oversaw, and co-ordinated all aspects of Singapore's cultural development. 
As remarked in 'Our cultural revival' (PA, 1980, 293): "For all our vaunted 
discipline and 'revolutionary' spirit of the period, it was chaos that really 
ruled the cultural field." As such there were a number of diverse influences 
on our cultural development. 
There were the 'puritans', who were constantly on the lookout for 
'unhealthy' dances and songs and made their protests when they thought 
they had found them. Left-wing political parties, like the Barisan Sosialis, 
had infiltrated cultural performing groups and attempted to direct these for 
their own political advantage. Artistes who belonged to these groups were 
often not aware of the presence of left-wing influence among them or the 
significant political implications of this. This meant that some of these 
unwitting artistes were later to suffer the consequences68 for their activity 
despite their apparent ignorance of the underlying political purposes of what 
67 AR067 mc119/64, 0025, 0013-0014, & 0049, for Solidarity Week. 
68 Those who were not citizens were not allowed to stay on in Singapore while those who were 
itizens, were black listed, not invited to perform in cultural activities. 
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they were doing. 
Singapore's political situation affected its overall progress; this included the 
course of cultural development. The Singapore government's effort to draw 
foreign investments to boost its economy led to the visits by the leaders of 
some European countries. On February 18th 1965, the Yang di-Pertuan 
Negara had a reception at Istana Negara in honour of the Duke of 
Edinburgh's visit; and on July 12th, the Prime Minister had a reception at Sri 
Temasek, for the Australian Parliamentary Labour Party Delegates. There 
were cultural presentations for the guests during these receptions but items 
were selected from among the few ARRs that were put up since the 
beginning of the year; there was nothing new. 
In that same year, there was a proposal to have a cultural festival to promote 
Malaysian culture, and to include artistes from the other states of Malaysia. 
This evidently had some measure of political purpose. It was "to show other 
states that we in Singapore have taken a lead towards a common culture in 
this part of the world." (AR073, mc145/65, 0016, 0029) In justifying this, 
(AR073, mc145/65, 0016, 0053) it was stated that "[Singapore] should be 
commended in taking the initiative co-sponsoring events with a Malaysian 
character, ... as long as we do not convey the impression ostensible (sic) that 
we are competing with the Malaysian Ministry of Culture ... " Such was the 
jealousy, rivalry and tension. 
Even without the Kuala Lumpur central government's acknowledgement, a 
plan for this was proposed, and a programme of activities was listed out for a 
three-day Malaysia Day celebration from August 30th to September 1st. 
Once the matter came before the local government, it was given serious 
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examination and the draft memorandum (AR073, mc145/65, 0016, 0035-36) 
to the cabinet, from the Ministry of Culture, shows the careful consideration 
given to this festival in the context of the existing relationship between 
Singapore and Malaysia. Singapore was trying all means to make the 
merger with Malaysia a success, even in the care it took in organising a 
cultural event. The memorandum states: " ... a three-day celebration, with 
maximum participation by the people to encourage a sense of solidarity and 
unity. The theme should therefore be inter-racial harmony and expression of 
support for a Malaysian Malaysia." 
6.3.2 Independent Singapore 
Despite its efforts to do so, Singapore was unable to remam a part of 
Malaysia. On August 9th 1965, it became an independent nation state. 
Economic development became the government's overwhelming focus and 
there was very limited funding for cultural performing groups. These groups 
experienced a grave decline in numbers and activities. 
Another reason for this decline was that, by 1965, Singaporeans had seen all 
that the cultural performing groups could offer. With the limited items, be 
they dances or songs, people began to lose interest in the cultural 
performances. It was stated that "by then the few songs and dances available 
to performers had been flogged to death; audiences everywhere were 
greeting the same faces, same costumes and same movements." (PA, 1980, 
295) The slowing down of cultural activities, in a way, had acted as a 
breather, a pause, a time for the re-gathering and re-strengthening of the 
creative impetus, the results of which were to be seen in the next decade. 
After Singapore's independence, there were a few cultural presentations, 
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here and there, basically for political and economic benefit. The Minister of 
National Development had a reception, inclusive of a cultural performance, 
at Sri Temasek on August 12th. To entice tourists to Singapore, cultural 
performances and a food carnival, in conjunction with the Tourist Week, 
were presented in September 1965. 
There were very few ARR performances in 1966, the only one found 
documented (AR067, mc119/64, 0025, 0037) being held on January 3rct, at 
Kampong Glam Community Centre. As Singapore became a nation, the 
ARR slowly died a natural death. The main cultural display of 1966 was on 
Singapore's first Independence Day celebration. There was a cultural show 
at the National Theatre on August gth, and over the next few days, for each 
ethnic community, at different locations, according to the Predominant 
ethnic presence in that area69 • 
While the local cultural scene was somewhat quiet m 1966, the NTT 
sponsored some overseas cultural groups which performed at the National 
Theatre. One such group, the Russian Entertainment Troupe, was an official 
Cultural Mission from Russia, which came upon an invitation from the 
Minister for Foreign Affairs and performed from February 5th to 7th. Others 
included a cultural troupe, consisting of sixty two leading film actors and 
actresses from Hong Kong, performing from April gth to 17th; the 
Kalaskshetra Dance Troupe from India, which performed on June 12th; and 
the Japanese Dance Troupe which performed from November 27th to 29th.70 
69 Geylang Serai for the Malays, Hong Lim Park for the Chinese and Farrer Park for the Indians. 
70 National Theatre Trust Annual Report, 1966; and AR080, mc140/66, 0009, 0002, for Hong 
Kong Troupe. 
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There is a record (AR077, mc248/65 pt. iv, 0019, 0039) of a proposal for a 
cultural festival to be held during the National Day celebrations from August 
gth to 14th 1966 and in which was stated that "this Ministry will consider and 
select talents from the performers to possibly form the National Cultural 
Troupe ... "71 There was also a request, by the High Commission for 
Singapore in Malaysia, for a cultural troupe to perform at the reception for 
the Independence Day Celebration at Temasek House, Kuala Lumpur, on 
August 9th 1966 (AR077, mc276/65 pt. iv). No other record can be found to 
show further development on these proposals. 
With the declining popularity of the ARR, the P A became more active. By 
this time the P A had already some cultural groups72 at its headquarters, and 
started to present a series of concerts. (PA, 1980, 359) From this time on, 
the Ministry of Culture handed over the baton to the People's Association, 
which took up the role of organising cultural performances. However, 
performances that were put up by the P A were almost always presented in 
the community centres and differed from those the ministry had previously 
held in open fields. 
The NTT, working in parallel with the P A, also began to form its own 
cultural groups under its National Theatre Club73 , which was established in 
1967, to promote cultural activities in the Republic. The cultural groups in 
these two organisations were very similar in terms of the function, nature 
and the quality of their groups. The difference between them lay in the NTT 
serving the nation through its Theatre, while the P A served through its 
71 This was very much in tune with the other colonies who gained independence; Chapter 5, 
Socio-Political Context, 52:12-15. 
72 Appendix 4. 
73 Appendix 6.3. 
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community centres. 
The 1967 National Day celebration continued to be held on the City Hall 
steps, and besides the regular National Theatre performance, a forty-five 
minute TV show was added.74 During that year's National Day celebrations, 
the Singapore Arts Council also organized a 'Singapore Night' at the 
National Theatre on August 11th, the intention being "to begin the campaign 
to raise funds for the Art Gallery and Academy of Arts." (AR080, mc266/66 
pt. I, 0023, 00 18) 
Establishing an Academy of Arts was an issue raised as early as in 1961 
(AR034, mc994/59, 0019, 0009). In 1962, a planning committee was 
actually formed and a site was marked out for the building of an Academy of 
Arts with the completion of this academy targeted for 1964 (AR047, 
mc89/62, 0020, 0002-0005). However, there was no further record of this 
project. The government believed that economic issues were of greater 
priority and this project was kept on hold. 
There was a working schedule (AR078, mc102/66, 0050, 0012-0014) for the 
Music and Dance Festival 1967, dated February 20th 1967, but that was the 
only information available about this event in the ministry file. On another 
occasion, the Ministry of Culture presented a cultural performance on 
October Pt, in honour ofthe president of the Republic of Italy, at the Istana 
Negara. 
The NTT, on the other hand, in the hope of gaining economic benefit for 
74 AROSO, mc266/66, 0022, 0047, for southern islanders' National Day celebration. 
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Singapore, sponsored and presented a number of cultural performances. 
These included the Indonesian Cultural Show from August 19th to 21st and 
the Soviet Top Stars Parade from October 6th to 8th at the National Theatre. 
Before the year 1967 ended, there seemed to be new hope for cultural 
endeavour, especially with the talk that the Academy of Arts was once again 
to be a government project. 
6.4 Later Development- Into the 70s era 
In 1968, there was a further development in the role of governmental cultural 
bodies. The Ministry of Culture from then on was only to involve itself in 
state events, such as National Day celebrations, and no longer looking after 
all the cultural activities in the community. This explains the dwindling of 
information and documents in the Ministry of Culture File from that time on. 
The P A, the NTT, and the Singapore Arts Council were the groups who 
would organize and promote cultural activities. 
The Singapore Festival 1968 was launched on January 20th, jointly 
sponsored by the Singapore Arts Council and the NTT, to raise funds for 
building a National Art Gallery and an Academy of Arts, and establishing a 
National Theatre Company.75 However, in the note given on October 24th 
1967, at a press conference to announce this Festival (AR077, mc276/65 pt. 
iv, 0019, 0045) there was no date as to when the Academy of Arts was to be 
officially set up. 
75 NTT Annual Report 1968, 8. 
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Along with the Festival came the National Theatre Company76 and an 
Impresario Section in the National Theatre. The former initially consisted 
only of orchestra and Choir and the latter "was established to better facilitate 
the presentation of official cultural missions and touring shows from other 
countries." (NTT, 1968, 11) By the end of 1968, the issue of forming a 
National Theatre Dance company was in its final stage. 
The 1968 National Day Dinner and National Day Rally on August 16th were 
presented by the NTT and cultural performances from August 1oth to 15th 
were staged at the Jalan Besar Stadium. This was a return to the programme 
of previous years with week-long performances, most likely due to the 
renaissance of cultural groups in the community, which provided opportunity 
for more participation. Another, and only, public cultural performance that 
year was one at Taman Jurong on December 23rct. This coincided with the 
turning of Jurong Industrial estate into the Jurong Town Corporation. 77 It 
provided another example of mixing culture and the economy 
1968 was also an important year in the PA's cultural history, when its Dance 
and Drama Group78 came into existence as well as when it set up a troupe, 
the PA Cultural Troupe, consisting of all the PA's cultural performing 
groups. Although a part-time group, the members were given training from 
professionals and the P A was now actively promoting'" cultural endeavour 
76 Backhouse (1972, 97) has stated that "it was not until1968 that the National Theatre Company 
was established as a centre for amateur dance, music and drama. The company, initially quasi-
professional, is intended to become ultimately fully so, but from time to time has run into 
financial difficulties, and it is uncertain how great a part it will eventually play in Singapore life." 
77 Turnbull, 1989, 275 & 282, & 296, onJurong industrial estate andJurong Town Corporation 
respectively. In that year, the industrial sector of Singapore's economy finally took off the 
ground. 
78 This later divided into a dance and a drama group. The drama group was officially formed in 
1971. 
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with local flavour, theme and content. 
Barely five months after the forming of its cultural troupe, the P A staged a 
concert "Paradise Island", depicting Singapore as a tropical paradise island. 
This was held at the National Theatre from April 18th to 20th 1969, to 
commemorate the 150th Anniversary of Singapore since Raffles had first set 
foot on this island in 1819. Compared to the P A's large scale performance, 
that year's National Day celebrations comprised only of a National Day 
Cultural Show and Rally which was held on August 16th. From that time on, 
community performing groups began to stage cultural performances 
themselves, rather than depend on government initiative. 
The National Theatre Dance Company, in its debut performance, also 
performed for the same commemoration of Singapore's 150th Anniversary, 
in August 1969. Apart from this, under the Impresario Section, there were 
performances from Gopi Krishna & His Dancers on May 17th, at the 
National Theatre, 'An Evening of Indian Music & Dance' on June 30th, at 
Singapore Conference Hall (with the takings going to the Ministry of 
Culture), and the Royal Cambodian Fine Art University Dancers on 
September gth, at the Victoria Theatre. 
In 1970, Singapore was still enjoying economic progress.79 The ARRs 
appeared again but not on a regular basis. They did appear whenever there 
was a cultural performance in conjunction with another event, such as the 
one which the Ministry of Culture and the Queenstown Community Centre 
jointly presented, a variety concert, at Queenstown Library Branch on April 
79 External trade expanded at more than 15% per annum through the 1960s and up to 1973, 
(Turnbull, 1989, 297) 
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301\ which was presented under the heading of ARR. 
The P A Dance Group performed at various community centres and also on 
television. It was not only the PA's cultural groups that performed on 
television, other ethnic groups like Sriwana were also invited to perform in 
variety shows which were very popular in the 1970s. These variety shows 
had taken over from the ARR in the early 1960s and were, in their own way, 
the ARR in the guise of a People's Cultural Show. Singaporeans now 
crowded around the television set either in the community centres or in each 
other's homes, in the evening, to watch these presentations. 
In 1970, the PA celebrated its tenth anmversary, with the 'PA 101h 
Anniversary Concert' on May 9th and lOth at the National Theatre. There 
were items from the cultural groups', as well as the staff and children of the 
P A kindergartens and the community centres. Apart from these, there were 
also two prominent ethnic cultural groups - Bhaskar's Dance Academy and 
Sriwana - that provided the Indian and Malay dance items. In the 
programme, it states: " ... and this concert is to realise our original aims ... 
[and] play an active part ... in contributing towards our National Culture."80 
Now began the search for a Singaporean identity and distinctive culture. 
6.4.1 Cultural Endeavour 
The NTT, in line with the government's economic policy of that time, to 
woo European investors, began to promote performing arts groups from 
Europe. This explained why, among the dance performances, only one was 
from Asia, viz., the Japan Folklore Dancers, which performed from July pt 
80 The Message, by Mr. Sim Boon Peng, Director, in the programme of the People's Association 
lO'h anniversary concert 
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to 3rd 1970. That year also saw the NTT working with foreign companies, 
such as J. C. Williamson Theatres Ltd. of Australia, in presenting performing 
groups.81 
The National Day celebrations for 1970 kept to the pattern of having the 
National Day Parade on August 91h and the National Day Rally a week later. 
That year was the first time the PA staff participated in the National Day 
Parade. The shows held in conjunction with the National Day Rally were on 
August 15th and 16th 1970, at the National Theatre. These were telecast 
island-wide, the television network being increasingly used to reach the mass 
audience of Singaporeans. 
Motivated by an invitation to participate in the Adelaide Festival of Arts in 
March 1972, the Ministry of Culture formed the National Dance Company 
(NDC) before the year ended in 1970. This happened four years after it was 
mentioned in the proposed 1966 Cultural Festival objectives.82 The NDC 
was added to the two existing semi-professional, multi-cultural dance groups 
in Singapore, the People's Association Dance Group and the National 
Theatre Dance Company. These dancers learned the dances of Singapore"s 
three ethnic groups, among other dance forms. 
•In October 1970, the P A dance group went on its first overseas trip. Its 
dancers were invited, on the Malaysia-Singapore Airline's inaugural flight, 
to give several performances in Colombo, Ceylon (Sri Lanka). The next 
overseas performance was at the Festival of Perth, Australia, in February 
1971. The P A dance group was proving its potential. It was in this year that 
81 NTT Annual Report 1970, 7&8. 
82 Chapter 6, Cultural Activities, 97:1-5. 
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it separated from the drama groups and turned full-time, becoming the 
professional Peoples' Association Dance Company. 83 
The Singapore Tourist Promotion Board (STPB)84 now needed dance 
performances of local ethnic groups to attract more visitors to the island and 
it reached an agreement with the People's Association85 for the P A dancers to 
perform in the STPB 's promotion programmes. Heng Lian Sim, ( 1997 
interview) one ofPA's pioneer dancers, recalls: "We would perform, for the 
Tourist Promotion Board, Singapore ethnic dances in the morning, and in the 
afternoon go back to the P A for training. There are classes everyday except 
on Sunday. If there is a performance at night, there will be no afternoon 
classes." 
The NTT, in the year 1971, presented a cultural show 'A Glimpse of Our 
Culture' during the first Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting, on 
January 14th, at the Istana, for the President's Reception. The NTT under its 
Immpresario Section also promoted, among other performances, the 
Indonesian Cultural Mission, from August 19th to 21st, and the Pyongyang 
Mansudae Cultural Mission, from November 5th to lOth. The following year, 
1972, saw the coming of the Korean Cultural Mission, who performed in 
association with the Consulate-General of the Republic of Korea, on 
December 12th and 13th, at the National Theatre. 
The P A, after twelve years, now had a big pool of cultural resources in its 
83 However, there was still a section for part-time members from other professions to come for 
regular training. From then on, the two had separate training and areas of work; only forlarge 
scale productions would they work together. 
84 Now the Singapore Tourism Board. 
85 STPB contributed S$ 4,000 towards training costs and also paid half the cost of the shows. PA, 
1980, 299. 
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headquarters and in its community centres and had presented diverse types 
and a comprehensive number of performances. One of its community-based 
contributions was the first cultural show at Taman Jurong on June 2Pt 1972, 
which marked the beginning of 'PA Showtime', an annual programme 
prepared by various groups belonging to the P A, to perform in community 
centres upon request. 86 
Chua (1985, 132) states that "the People's Association, an independent 
statutory body. . . Their short dances, which are performed on tour from one 
community centre to another, on open-air stages, are light entertainment 
rather than pieces of deep artistic significance." However, Mdm Lim Ah 
Yoke, (1997 interview) said that" ... now (that we] have two levels, (it] will 
not stop people who are professional to experiment their artistic creativity in 
their dance item. But the main objective is still serving the community; we 
bring shows to the door step of the people [and] we don't want to define art 
as just for the high class people." 
In fact while Chua called the People's Association dances "light 
entertainment", he failed to understand and fully appreciate the "artistic 
significance" with which these were regarded by the various communities. 
Had they just been "light entertainment" of passing fashion, then the 
"experimentation" by professional artistes, that Mdm Lim Ah Yoke refers to, 
would not have taken place. That this "experimentation" took place shows 
that they had a profundity and depth of meaning that struck a chord in people 
of all communities. 
86 Lim Ah Yeok, 1997 interview. 
106 
Chapter 6 
Cultural Activities 
... dance development 
In 1973, the PA presented "An Evening of Music, Songs & Dances" on 
January sth, gth and 9th at the Victoria Theatre. It was a joint effort of the PA 
Chinese Orchestra, Choir and Dance Company. This was made possible by 
the visit of a Hong Kong music conductor, Mr. Ng Tai Kong,87 who arranged 
and composed music for the show. Dances performed in it were 
choreographed by the instructress at that time, Lee Shu Fen, and were those 
with folk characteristics, drawn very much from Chinese sources, a common 
practice at that time. 
On February 4th 1973, for the first time the Chinese New Year was 
celebrated with the Chingay8 procession, staged by the P A, together with the 
Singapore National Pugilistic Federation. Thereafter it became a regular 
feature each year during the Chinese New Year period. Up till that time, 
fire-crackers were the main 'performers' at Chinese New Year celebrations. 
However, after several deaths and damage to property, caused by fires set off 
by fire-crackers, and then a major fire at the fire cracker factory, the 
government banned fireworks. Mdm Lim Ah Yeok (1997 interview) recalls 
instruction from the former Prime Minister, Lee Kuan Yew: "you all must 
organize something in place of the fire crackers, to show cheerful, festive 
mood"; then came the Chingay. 
Another noteworthy event of that year was the National Day Variety Show 
on August 12th 1973, at the City Hall steps, which was organized by the PA 
and the Ministry of Culture. This marked the taking over of the organisation 
of the cultural components of this state event by the People's Association. 
After this, the P A mobilised its associates from all the community centres, 
87 The National Theatre Trust Annual Report, 1972, 6 
88 A street procession with cultural performances. 
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from the children to the senior citizen groups, from folk dance to Gong-fu, 
the Chinese martial arts groups, to provide the cultural displays for this 
occasion. There were also contributions from schools which were familiar 
with the large-scale display of dances from the Youth Festival89 and which 
could easily translate that experience into the National Day events. 
By this time, the use of cultural activities for local political purposes had 
ceased. Cultural missions from Asian countries, such as India, Indonesia, 
Japan, the Philippines and the USSR, were received by the NTT in 1973 and 
1974.90 Various local cultural groups were independently organising 
performances in their own capacity. Cultural activities were being entrusted 
to the various groups in the community. 
This could be seen from the information on cultural activities from the 
Ministry of Culture File which showed that for the month of July 1974 alone, 
there were many organized performances from schools, associations, 
societies and unions, besides those from government bodies. These also 
included activities organized and sponsored by the Singapore Academy of 
Arts, in the various performing theatres and halls91 • 
6.4.2 Cultural Identity 
Since Singapore's independence, the question of local identity has always 
been an issue in need of resolution. Since culture is seen as "the soul of a 
nation" and "cultural development is essential to our overall national 
89 Since the start of the Youth Festival in 1967, schools had been participating in this annual 
event; this explained the withdrawal of schools' participation in community cultural activities. 
90 National Theatre Trust Report 1973/74, 7-9, for details on cultural missions. 
91 These were the Victoria Theatre and Memorial Hall, the Singapore Conference Hall and the 
then National Theatre. 
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development"92, quite naturally a measure of the responsibility for forging 
this national identity, bringing people together, fell on the shoulders of the 
dance community. With political pressure applied, the idea of creating a 
national identity in dance was taken up by many performing arts groups and 
artistes. 
By the middle of the 1970s, there were quite a number of cultural groups 
formed. Though made up mainly of amateurs, they were, in term of dancers' 
quality, of semi-professional, if not professional, standard. During this time, 
the more prominent groups were the Phoenix Dance Troupe, formed in 
197Pl, in the Chinese community; the Apsaras, formed in 197794 , in the 
Indian community; and the Rina Dance Group, formed in 1974, in the Malay 
community. 
The P A, in response to this call, now paid more attention to its role in 
helping establish a Singaporean national identity in performing arts. In 
1975, when the PA celebrated its 151h anniversary, the concert programmes 
were all planned with the intention of presenting a distinctly local flavour. 
The four-part programme was overture, poetry recitation, a dance drama and 
the finale, a suite, all of them singing the praises of Singapore, showing the 
building of the nation and the joyous lives of the people. The so-called 
'local flavour' here was more in the content rather than in the dance 
techniques. 95 
92 Message in the PA 15'h Anniversary Concert programme, 1975, 1 & 3. 
93 Formed by a group of enthusiastic teachers 
94 By Mrs. Sathyalingam, Appendix 5.4. 
95 In fact, as early as in 1959, there was already dance drama, 'Ali &Fartimah', with local content, 
apart from those dramas of local stories staged since the early 1950s. 
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This "local flavour" in content that infused each of the ethnic dance forms 
recreated and artistically interpreted people's own understanding of 
Singapore's past and visions of its futures. The dance techniques remained 
traditional but were utilised to communicate the real-life experience of these 
communities exploring their new role as components of an independent 
Singapore. 
For the 1975 National Day celebrations, the National Theatre Club and the 
NTT organized a National Day Cultural Week from August 2P1 to 271h. In 
response, various local cultural performing groups organized a free-for-all 
'National Day Cultural Show' for the first night on August 2P\ at the 
National Theatre. From that time on, the local ethnic dances were classified 
under the categories of folk and oriental dances. 
Thus there was derived a certain unity or commonality in the official 
descriptors of dance types. It might be said that behind the term "folk" and 
"oriental" was the sense that now these forms were making their way into a 
Singapore cultural consciousness. They were organically part of Singapore 
rather than be defined under objective categories that to locals were vague 
and amorphous that were the sterile labelling of critics, universities, or the 
wider world of "high culture" with no connection to the relevance and 
vitality they had in the life of communities here. 
In all communities dance evolved through a symbiosis of classical, 
traditional and folk in local contexts, such that the elements that any one of 
these dance styles contributed to the contemporary dance form became 
impossible to distinguish from the elements the other styles had contributed. 
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Local dance was at once all these forms and something more. The 
combination of these forms giving dance a richness which defied easy 
definition under terminology such as "folk" or "oriental". 
On August 26th & 27th 1976, the PA once again presented 'An Evening of 
Music and Dance' at the National Theatre, from the same music composer of 
the 1973 production. This was a genuine attempt to present something the 
organizers hoped would be uniquely Singaporean. The dance drama 
'Singapura', depicted how Singapore was discovered by a prince and how it 
developed into modem Singapore. The dance 'Ye-ying', Tropical Sihouette, 
depicted young men and women singing and dancing joyously in a tropical 
village, such as one that might be found in Singapore. Both were 
choreographed by dance instructress, Wang Li Hwei, using a local story line 
in dance.96 
The National Dance Company also contributed to the search for a 
Singaporean identity. Examples of this were the choreographies 'Unity in 
Rhythm'97 and 'Orchid and Fisherfolks Suite'98 done by its own members. 
Within the dance community, the search for a Singaporean identity was a 
hotly debated topic. Opinion was divided, with some seeing the need for 
identity as crucial while others felt that if identity was to mean the fusion of 
• 
the three ethnic dance forms then it was bound to be artificial. 
In the second half of the 1970s, locally choreographed dance pieces were 
96 Another later presentation, similar to that of 'Singapura', 'Temasek in Dance', was performed in 
1980 at the Cultural Show & Rally at the National Theatre on 29'h November, for the PA 20'h 
anmversary. 
97 Choreographed by Mdm. Lee Shu Fen, Ms Som Said and Mdm. Madhavi Khrishnan 
98 Choreographed by Mdm. Madhavi Khrishnan, Mr. Mohd. Na'aim Pani and Wong Tew Chin 
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presented. This was partly due to the call to search for a Singaporean 
identity in performing arts in a new dance form, but it was also from the 
emergence of organized performing arts festivals that encouraged local 
artistes to try out their creativity. On January 2P1 1976, the South East 
Asian Music and Dance Festival was presented. The following year, 1977, 
the first Singapore Festival of Arts started in Singapore, though this was 
mainly a music presentation. 
In 1978, ten years after its dance group was formed, the People's Association 
organized a 'National Dance Festival 78' on August 301h and 3 P1 at the 
Victoria Theatre.99 It was more of a dance competition than a dance festival. 
On the enrolment form for the festival, the three-fold objective stated was: to 
generate greater originality and creativity in choreography; to provide 
opportunities for the improvement and development of dance presentation, 
techniques, styles and motifs; and to provide opportunities for a better 
understanding and appreciation of dance. Only those cultural groups from 
the community centres were eligible to participate. Nonetheless, it 
contributed to laying the foundation for the first Festival of Dance by the 
Ministry of Culture in 1982. 
6.5 Conclusion 
Thus it has been that Singapore has enviably been the recipient of different 
cultural influences and expressions, in large part due to its geographical and 
commercial position. From the modest beginnings of immigrants to 
Singapore forming their own dance communities, as well as attracting their 
99 The preliminaries and semi-finals were held from the middle of July to the end of August. The 
best items were to perform at the PA Cultural Troupe lO'h Anniversary Concert as well as the 
1978 Singapore Festival of Arts. 
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own ethnic cultural performance groups to visit and perform here to cater to 
their cultural needs, dance slowly became also a means for propagating 
political views and ideologies and gaining grass-root support for political 
causes. This in tum led to a flourishing of schools and programmes to train 
dancers. With the onset of Independence as well as the maturing of the 
nation, dance became a medium of the people's expression of their unity and 
harmony, dwelling in multi-racial, multi-cultural, multi-religious Singapore. 
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The earlier chapters have shown that the character of Singapore and its 
status in this region has changed over time. As an island in the Malay 
Archipelago it was part of the history of the rise and fall of a number of 
great South East Asian Empires, albeit a small part, due to its size and 
geographic location. 
It experienced the Western powers' colonization of this region and despite 
the conflict and turmoil that often went with colonization it progressed and 
prospered more so than any other of the regional colonies or ports. The 
'modem history' of Singapore began with the arrival of Stamford Raffles in 
1819. In less than two hundred years since his arrival, Singapore has proved 
to have the capability of surviving against what, at times, have been .grave 
threats to its existence. In fact, many scholars and politicians regard 
Singapore as a unique case study in economic social development, a case 
study that receives its share of both praise and criticism. 
Modem Singapore (post Stamford Raffles) was regarded by many as a 
'cultural desert', but a close look at the development of dance alone shows 
that its performing arts were in fact alive. Singapore invited the immigrants, 
and these people brought the performing arts of their countries of origin with 
them. These took root in Singapore and became as much a national 
characteristic of Singapore as they were in their former homelands. 
Singapore depended on its immigrants to implant their art and culture in 
Singapore through their ethnic dances and make it part of Singapore's 
heritage. 
Through the impetus of political decisions and social conditions, Singapore 
dance experienced an awakening in the late 1940's after World War II. 
From then on, dance blossomed, growing in participant numbers and 
audience popularity throughout the 1950s and 1960s. Especially important 
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during this time, with the popularisation of the ARRs, was the fact that 
Malays in Singapore came to regard dance as having a high status and an 
important place in their culture rather than being a questionable pursuit of 
pleasure by men and women of dubious reputation, as it had been previously 
regarded. Following economic success in the 1970s, there was a significant 
growth in the sophistication of dance techniques and performance quality. 
Before the mid-1970s, Singapore's cultural development was strongly 
driven by fund raising and dance presentations used for political purposes. 
It was only in the late 1970s that performing arts began to be presented as art 
for art's sake alone. Although presentations for charity shows and fund 
raising still existed, they were no longer the main impetus behind artistic 
development and most performances were presented for the attraction of 
their artistic merits alone. 
Dance development from the late 1970s was as much an individual effort as 
a community one. Since 1978, China geared itself towards modernisation 
and opened its door to the outside world. Many Chinese dance 
organizations have sponsored teachers from China to teach in Singapore. 
Some local dance teachers have also gone to China to study Chinese dance. 
With professional teachers from China, the return of Chinese-trained 
artistes, as well as the updating of teaching materials, there has been 
significant progress, in terms of dance technique and performance quality, in 
Chinese dance in Singapore. 
The late 1970s also saw a large number of Indian dance experts passing 
through Singapore. This created the opportunity for local dancers and 
artistes to be exposed to a series of different dance styles and raised the 
standard of their performances. Local dancers who had gone to India for 
their training also returned and started to offer Indian dance classes, and 
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private dance schools increased in number. These factors have encouraged 
the development of Indian dance culture in Singapore. 
Since the late 1970s, the Malay dance community has looked towards the 
surrounding Malay countries to expand its dance forms and techniques and 
to search for a better understanding of their own and their ancestors' culture. 
They have learnt the dances of the Javanese and the Balinese, and the 
Sundanese and the Minangkabau, as well as the folk and Kelantan Court 
dances of Malaysia. Artistes and choreographers from the Malay 
Archipelago also started to come to Singapore for organised festivals and 
this provided more opportunities for the local Malay dance community to 
learn and exchange artistic ideas. 
These three ethnic dance communities have all gained access to the dance 
vocabularies they need to enable them to further develop their own dance 
characteristics. It is on this basis that the three dance cultures have made 
tentative moves to evolve a composite Singapore dance culture. The 
Singapore government too has played a part in all these developments. The 
Singapore Cultural Foundation, set up in 1979, was a government initiative 
to help local artistes by giving them financial support for their various 
projects, while individual artistes and performing groups embarked on their 
own creative paths in their search for artistic expression and fulfilment. 
From the Singapore Cultural Foundation came the National Arts Council 
(NAC) in 1991, which took on the responsibility of working with local 
cultural groups in organising arts festivals and in creating opportunities for 
overseas groups to perform in Singapore, and in funding dance education 
projects in Schools. Apart from government funding, it was also assisted by 
private enterprises in offering scholarships and bursaries for students in 
studies in the arts. The efforts of the artistes, performing groups and the 
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government have borne fruits; since the 1980s, local groups have received 
invitations to perform internationally. 
Another contribution of the government in the early 1990s was the merging 
of the various festivals 1 into the biennial Festival of Asian Performing Arts 
(F AP A) and the Arts Festival. Each of these festivals took place in alternate 
years, in an effort to fortify the presentations of the performing arts. Later, 
both of these merged again and in 1998 Singapore initiated an annual Arts 
Festival of international affairs. 
Since the departure of the British and the commg into power of local 
government, there has always been community concern towards having a 
distinctive Singaporean culture, achieved through communication between 
its diverse ethnic groups. Over the years, the local ethnic communities have 
studied and experienced each other's culture through living and 
communicating in the same environment. 
Even though there is still not that 'one' dance form that can be identified as 
Singapore's, there nonetheless exists an identifiable Singaporean culture; a 
culture tha:t is unique and shared by all Singaporeans. From this mainstream 
culture, a dance sub-culture which reflects the cultural characteristics of all 
the ethnic groups has emerged. Consequently, identity is found in the local 
flavour of the theme and contents of dance. 
The success of Singapore has depended very much on racial harmony. The 
fact that the local government, from the outset, officially acknowledged the 
four main languages spoken by Singapore's people, has helped Singapore on 
the path towards multi-racial and multi-cultural unity. In keeping with this, 
it is therefore appropriate that emphasis should be placed on developing all 
1 Chapter I, footnote 9. 
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the ethnic and sub-ethnic dance forms Singapore has 'inherited'. 
Since Singapore prides itself on being multi-racial and multi-cultural, the 
identity of Singaporean culture should be expressed in the co-existence of 
the various dances. Chew (1987, 4) states that "similarly, Dashefsky saw 
identity being 'built up through a series of identification."' This should be 
the characteristic of dance in Singapore. Just as various dialects and 
languages exist in the country and fomi characteristics of the community, so 
should its dance manifest this variety. If at all one day there should be a 
dance form that can truly be called Singaporean, it would have emerged in 
its own course of time. 
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Appendix 1 
The Secret Societies 
In Singapore's early socio-political environment, Chinese secret societies 
played an important role. They controlled the Chinese community, which 
by 1827, was the largest single ethnic group. They controlled not only the 
livelihood of individuals in terms of jobs and security, but also the social 
environment. 1 They were, in effect, defacto political parties. Therefore, 
early secret societies, to a large extent, acted as leadership groups among the 
Chinese. Many of their leaders were wealthy merchants. Not only were 
they the leaders in the Chinese community, but their influence was also felt 
and visible in the whole society. Their power among the people surpassed 
that of the colonial government in many respects. 
The original secret society was a folk organization 'tian di hui' for fan Qing 
fu Ming, i.e., "anti-Qing, restore Ming" movement. Backhouse2 sees the 
seventeenth century as the time of the formation of the initial secret society 
in China, but Cui dates this as beginning in the eighteenth century. 
Whichever of these datings is correct, Munshi Abdullah, Raffles' private 
secretary, in his autobiography says that there were already secret societies 
in Singapore in 1824. (Cui, 1995, 112) 
In writing about Chinese culture, Lee (1995, 21&22) claims: " ... most ofthe 
secret societies were originally motivated by genuine objectives of 
protecting fellow workers in certain trades or areas, ... " It is true that 
Singapore Chinese Secret Societies were economic and social organizations 
and less politically driven than their mainland forerunners. In The Straits 
Times' (November 17, 1997, 2) cover story 'Secrets ofthe Gangs', an article 
1 Encik Hamid bin Ahmad recalled names of gangsters in the Malay community, before and after the 
Japanese Occupation. Cf., interview A000960/05, reel 5, Communities of Singapore, part 3 - Malays, 
1996, Oral History Centre. 
2 The societies had originated in a seventeenth century anti-Manchu movement, and the idea was taken 
up and developed into the triad system in the eighteenth century; the word 'triad' was used to denote 
that its doctrines were based on the combined powers of man, earth and heaven. (Backhouse, 1972, 
45&46) 
that examined the role of Singapore secret societies, it was stated that "here, 
they took on less politicised and more economic and social roles of 
protecting immigrant Chinese and helping them with funeral and remittance 
services."3 
Initially, secret societies in Singapore were legal organizations. The few 
secret societies that existed in early nineteenth century Singapore, co-existed 
without trouble. When the gambling, opium and alcohol monopolies were 
contracted out amongst the Chinese, the British officials associated 
themselves with merchants who had close connections with, or were leaders 
of these secret societies, making use of their services in pursuit of their own 
financial interests. The British thus showed favouritism to certain secret 
society groups in their belief that they could best advance their interests. 
Over time, this led to trouble4 when secret societies started to fight each 
other for trade, territorial claims and a share in the lucrative market. 
From the middle of the nineteenth century, they degenerated from semi-
respectability into selling labourers and prostitutes. Many Chinese 
immigrants were brought to the island as little better than slaves and 
although they contributed greatly to local development, they were 
considered third- or fourth-class residents of the island. After some time, 
many secret societies would force membership upon these early migrants in 
order to increase their local control. The peace and security of the people 
were greatly affected. British manpower was inefficient compared to that of 
• 
the secret societies; thus, they were unable to bring these societies under 
control. 
3 Warren, 1986, 17. 
4 Cui, 1995, 114-116 for records on the various incidents. 
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Finally, a law was passed in 1890, the Society Ordinance, which made secret 
societies illegal organizations. Undismayed, they turned to clubs, charitable 
or religious bodies as their cover, continuing their activities underground. 
Singapore, thus, grew socially and politically in the shadow of these secret 
societies. By the twentieth century, secret societies were no longer the 
traditional refuge and/or security of the working man. Instead, ordinary 
people were terrified of them and kept their distance. People associated 
secret societies with unlawful dealings, their members with unemployed 
youths and men with tattoos who engaged in extortion from hawkers, small 
shopkeepers and prostitutes. 
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Appendix 2 
Communist Movement 
With the Chinese immigrants came Chinese Communist Party (CCP) and 
Kuomintang (KMT) supporters from China. Locally, a Nanyang 
Communist Party was formed in 1928 and the Malayan Communist Party5 
(MCP) was founded in 1930. During the Japanese invasion, the British, 
busy fighting their own war in Europe, relied greatly on the communist-
dominated guerrilla army as a Japanese resistance movement. This created a 
base for the growth of the communist party. "By the end of the war, the 
communist-dominated Malayan People's Anti-Japanese Army6 numbered 
about 4,500, .. . The Malayan Communist Party had gained prestige both 
among the masses and many middle-class Chinese by being identified as 
anti-Japanese patriots, ... "(Turnbull, 1989, 223) 
After the war, the British recognized the Malayan Communist Party as 
repayment for its fighting against the Japanese. As Singapore developed, 
the Communist Party played a significant role in the early political arena. 
On the island, the communist Singapore City Committee operated through 
several front organizations, and infiltrated Chinese schools and trade 
unions 7• These activists made use of the masses' (from peasants to 
graduates) grievances, in agitating against the ruling power. They urged 
self-government and an end to colonial rule. Their fundamental aim was the 
establishment of a communist state in Malaya, including Singapore. 
5 The Malayan Communist Party was outlawed when the Malayan Emergency was declared in 1948; 
later, it became the Communist Party of Malaya (CPM) 
6 The Malayan People's Anti-Japanese Army was formally disbanded in January 1946. 
7 By 1947 the Singapore Federation of Trade Unions claimed control of the entire organized labour 
force. Their Singapore Workers' Protection Corps, consisted largely of secret-society gangsters, would 
break up or intimidate existing non-communist unions, Turnbull, 1989, 228. 
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Appendix 3 
Japanese Occupation 
During the Japanese Occupation, in World War II, Singapore's trade with 
Europe, America and the rest of the world was closed and the economy 
declined. Tin mining and rubber processing equipment was destroyed when 
Japan invaded Malaya. The import of goods was stopped, and living 
conditions deteriorated. 
There were food shortages and rationing became a fact of life. Some, 
desperate for money to buy food, became Japanese informers. Many turned 
to stealing and those caught were punished by the Japanese, often with 
execution. They were particularly harsh on the Chinese,8 Turnbull (1989, 
189) recording that: "The Japanese acted swiftly to stop looting by firing 
into crowds of looters and executing individual offenders on the spot. 
Indians and Malays were usually released with a warning, but Chinese were 
summarily decapitated and their heads put on public display as a waming."9 
The Kempeitai, Japanese military police, killed many Chinese under Soak 
Ching, the 'eliminate' Operation. Soak Ching, was in fact, a massacre of the 
Chinese. Singh & Arasu (1984, 52) note that: "The estimates of those who 
perished in the Soak Ching vary from the Kempeitai's official record of 
6,000 to unofficial figures which range from 25,000 to 50,000". Turnbull 
(1989, 190) says that: "It is impossible to say how many Chinese died in the 
massacres during the first week of the Occupation. The Japanese later 
admitted to killing 5,000, but many Chinese put the total at more than five 
times that figure." Cui (1995, 215) referred to a number of sources and 
concluded that approximately 10,000 people were killed, but based on 
8 Japanese hostility towards the Chinese was a carry-over from the Sino-Japanese War. The Malayan-
Singapore Chinese had collected large funds to help China in the war against Japan since 1937 and had 
boycotted Japanese goods. 
9 This was also recalled by EncikLamion Ahmad Ishak; cf., interview, A000928/07 reel7. The Malays 
had to inform the Japanese how to differentiate between a Malay and Chinese. Cf., interview 
A000915/10 reelS; Oral History Centre. 
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Singapore History Museum's material (1998, 1) the number should be more 
like 50, 000 Chinese males massacred. 
Besides this, thousands of Chinese, and those of other races, who were sent 
to build the "Death Railway", a railway between Siam and Burma, never 
returned. Besides this, the Chinese were ordered to present a $50 million 
'gift' to the authorities as revenue. Singapore was to raise $10 million, the 
rest was to be contributed by Malaya. The Overseas Chinese Association, a 
body used by the Japanese to control and expropriate Chinese property and 
assets, was put in-charge of the collection of this money; putting the Chinese 
further into poverty. Very soon, many people died from malnutrition and 
diseases which spread throughout the country, resulting from squalid living 
conditions. 
Singapore's continuous influx of immigrants came to a halt during the 
Japanese presence and the size of the population actually fell for the first 
time since Raffles set foot in Singapore. Turnbull (1989, 217) recorded: "A 
large number of refugees from Malaya settled in India during the 
Occupation, ... ", these included a good number of prominent local 
professionals, politicians and business men. When the Japanese 
surrendered, the local population began to increase again. This was partly 
due to the number of displaced persons, especially Javanese10, who migrated 
to Singapore. Besides this, the Dutch who were in transit from Indonesia 
settled temporarily, adding to the island's population. 11 
JO Chapter 4, Socio-Economic Development, 34:15-17. 
11 Backhouse, 1972, 61, for the after effects of Japanese Occupation. 
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People's Association 
The People's Association was formed in July 1960, for the purpose of 
promoting racial harmony, 12 through creating opportunities for mass 
participation in social, recreational, vocational and cultural activities, in 
which cultural activity was to play an important role. In the beginning, 
cultural performances were staged by the P A headquarters or the community 
centres' staff, on special occasions like official opening ceremonies. It was 
stated that: "The opening of each rural community centre was made the 
occasion for a visit by the Prime Minister or ... Every opening ceremony 
became a festive celebration." (PA, 1965, 13) 
Later, because community centres were built at such a fast pace13 , the issue 
arose of forming cultural groups to be invited to provide performances rather 
than depending on P A staff to learn the dances and be the performers each 
time. In 1963, a suggestion was presented to the Director to organise a full-
time cultural team to be involved in cultural activities and thus allow the 
staff to go about their other duties. 14 A lack of funds at that time prevented 
this from happening. 
It was not until two or three years later that various performing groups 
started to form. Leading the way was the P A Band in 1965, P A Choir in 
1966, the Singapore Girl Pipers in 1967, and the Dance and Drama Group in 
1968. These formed the PA Cultural Group that provided performances for 
public occasions. Though expected to perform at functions organised by 
governmental bodies, statutory boards, and foreign organisations, their main 
aim was the provision of a varied and well-organised programme to serve 
the cultural needs of the ordinary citizens through community centres. 
I2~066,r.nc310/63,0027,0003 
13 Turnbull, 1989, 275. In the pre-1959 period they were few in number and were essentially youth 
sport centres catering for the recreational needs of the youths, particularly the English educated; PA, 
1965,7. 
14 PA, 1980, 293. 
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The PA Dance and Drama Group, formed in 1968 15 was only a part-time 
group. In 1971, it split into two groups: a Drama Group was officially 
formed, and the dance section became the full-time PA Dance Company. 
The Company had full-time and part-time dancers, and included the centre 
staff and many kindergarten teachers. Many of these members, though not 
all trained to become dancers, were to be instructors/instuctresses m 
community centres and to teach dance to kindergarten children. 16 
The first instructress was Madam Cheng Kok Chau, who taught Chinese 
dance 17 • Apart from her Chinese dance instruction, the dancers also learnt 
Indian and Malay dances from other guest instructors. By early 1969, the 
group was already performing at various rural community centres and later 
that year another instructress Miss Chiang Ming Chu 18 took over the training 
of the group. In the 1970s, two other instructresses, Lee Shu Fen19 and 
Wang Li Hwei were also invited to work with the group. 
Due to the lack of regular Indian and Malay dance guidance in the early P A 
dance group, the repertoire was mainly of Chinese dances. It was not until 
1973 that a Malay dance group was formed by Encik Nongchik Abdul 
Ghani, a dance pioneer in the Malay community. The P A Indian Dance 
Group was formed much later, in 1983. Up till 1997, in the cultural section 
of the P A, dance maintained its multi-cultural and multi-racial character. In 
1998, however, with many ethnic dance groups turning professional and 
semi-professional, the PA dissolved its full-time dance company. 
15 One source stated its official inauguration on lJb November, another on August. 1970 Charity 
Show programme and 1973 "An Evening of Music, Songs & Dances" programme. 
16 PA 1980,297, for information on initial planning and structure of the group. 
17 Initially it was mainly of folk dances. 
18 A famed dancer from Formosa. 
19 A Chinese dance pioneer from Taiwan, who came to Singapore in the mid-1960s and since then had 
involved herself in Singapore dance development. 
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Appendix 5 
Interviewees 
5.1 Mr. Paul Abisheganaden 
He joined the St. Andrew's Cathedral choir at about the age of ten. A few 
years later, he started learning the violin and began his formal music 
education. He graduated from Raffles College in 1934 and became a 
teacher. Soon after graduation, in 19352°, he became involved with music 
education. During the Japanese Occupation, when all English schools 
became Japanese schools, Mr. Abisheganaden was compelled, as all teachers 
were, to learn Japanese. He was among the few teachers that obtained 
Jokyu, which was class one in the Japanese Language. During this time, he 
was also employed as a violinist in the Japanese orchestra, the Shonan 
Kokkaido Orchestra. 
From 1947-1949, as Singapore's first British Council scholar, he went to 
London to further his music study in the Guildhall School of Music and 
Drama. When he returned, he was appointed Acting Master of Music until 
1953, to work on music education in schools. He was awarded the MBE --
Member of the British Empire -- by the British government, in recognition 
of his services in the field of Music. Mr. Abisheganaden returned to the 
Ministry of Education in 1956, after the department became a ministry. For 
the next thirteen years, he was the Secretary for Examination, Chief 
Examination Officer, Principal of Victoria SchooF1, and Principal of the 
Teachers' Training College, respectively . 
In 1979, Mr. Abisheganaden became the director of the Centre for Musical 
Activities (now Centre for the Arts) in the National University of Singapore 
(NUS). In 1986, he was awarded the Cultural Medallion for Music, by the 
Singapore government. In 1994, he retired from the Centre and in 1995, was 
20 The British government in Singapore then introduced a new position - Master of Music -- in the 
Education Department. 
21 One of the two English schools then, where the post was usually held by an European. 
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conferred the title of Senior Fellow, Centre for the Arts, NUS. 
5.2 Madam Leong How Chan 
She started dancing at the age of 13, in 1953. In the course of her career, she 
has moved among various cultural groups in social organisations to learn 
dances and has performed for charities in fund raising and at schools' 
functions. During the period 1957-1963 she studied ballet under Goh Soo 
Ngee, from whom she received formal dance training. In 1959, when 
Singapore needed a local item to celebrate self-government, she was one of 
the choreographers of the dance drama 'Ali and Fatimah' for an 
'International Night' performance. 
In 1959/60, she went to the East Coast of the Malay Peninsula, Kelantan and 
Trengganu, to study and collect Malay folk and traditional dances. In this 
endeavour, she studied under an old Imperial Court dancer and a Malay 
artist, and observed traditional wedding ceremonies. On her return to 
Singapore in 1960, she joined the P A as a cultural officer, the first person to 
take charge of organising and coordinating cultural activities at the 
headquarters and developing cultural dance groups in community centres. 
In 1961, she was on 'loan' to the Ministry of Culture for one year, because 
of her wide knowledge of the cultural organisations in the community. She 
was the key figure in organising cultural performances for the Prime 
Minister's constituency tours during the 1962/63 period. In 1963, with a 
.. 
few other artistes, she formed the Malaya Arts Theatre, a cultural body to 
promote dance. After this period, she became a private dance teacher. 
Among her engagements, she has worked with the National Theatre 
Children performing groups, the Redifusion Station and has also given 
choreographic workshops in Malaysia. She is now retired from dance. 
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5.3 Encik Nongchik Abdul Ghani 
Commonly known as Nongchik Ghani, his parents were Bangsawan 
artistes. He came to Singapore in 1948 from Sumatra, Indonesia. Since his 
arrival, he contributed greatly to the Malay cultural development. Between 
1950-1957 he was part of the Persatuan Persuratan Pemuda-Pemuda 
Melayu, (called "4pm" for short), during which, until 1955, he helped in 
coordinating cultural performances to raise funds for study scholarships. It 
was with the advice of Encik Zubir Said, the composer of the Singapore 
National Anthem, that he and a few others formed Sriwana, the first Malay 
cultural society, in 1955. 
He started to learn dance in 1957 and began to teach and organise dances for 
cultural performances. Sriwana, under his guidance, has been actively 
involved in cultural activities organised by the early Ministry of Culture, 
participating in the Aneka Ragam Ra 'ayat (ARR), National Day 
celebrations, cultural festival and cultural missions to the neighbouring 
countries. In 1969, he started to teach in the Malay Dance Troupe of the 
National Theatre Club, and helped to form the Malay section of the National 
Dance Company when it was established in 1970. In 1973, he was invited 
by the P A to start the Malay Dance Group in its headquarters. Later, he also 
went to community centres to teach Malay dance. 
Since the late 1980s, Nongchik gradually withdrew his services from the 
various groups and stopped teaching. In 1990, he retired from being actively 
• 
involved in cultural activities and acted as the secretary of Sriwana, where 
he stayed until 1997. At present, he is a committee member of a community 
centre and writes on Malay performances in a newspaper column. 
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5.4 Mrs. N eila Sathyalingam 
A graduate from Kalakshetra, the College of Fine Arts in Madras, India, she 
came to Singapore in 197 5. Since then, she has been actively involved in 
developing Indian dance in Singapore, and has become one of Singapore's 
prominent choreographers. Soon after she arrived here, she began to teach 
in community centres, and later founded an Indian Dance Group, 'Apsaras', 
in 1977. In 1983, she became the instructress and choreographer of the P A 
Indian dance group. 
She has not only taught the Indian classical dance forms, but has also 
improvised on the Indian folk dances to make them interesting and relevant 
to the Singapore Indian community. Since the 1980s, she has worked to 
expose local cultural groups to the overseas arts arena, by representing 
Singapore in cultural performances. In these recent years, she has 
collaborated with other ethnic dance choreographers in presenting dances of 
local content, and their work has been brought to overseas audiences. 
5.5 The Singapore Indian Fine Arts Society & Mr. I.S. Menon 
The Singapore Indian Fine Arts Society, Singapore's first Indian 
institution, dedicated to the endeavour of cultural study, formed in 1949, 
then known as the Indian Art Circle, changed to The Indian Fine Arts 
Society of Singapore in 1970s and to its present name in the 1980s. It was 
started with a group of 15 music lovers as a cultural base to promote culture 
-mainly through music. In 1957, it established the Academy of Fine Arts,Z2 
• 
offering both South and North Indian music and dance to students, with the 
motto, in Sanskrit -- Kala Samskrithi Lakshanam - "arts is the sign of 
culture". Mr. Menon joined the Society in 1969 and was the honourary 
General Secretary from 1971 to 1986. Although technically he was to take 
charge of the administrative work, in actual fact, he looked after all the 
affairs of the society. He became the Executive Secretary from 1986 to 
22 Was officially inaugurated by the then Minister of Culture, S.Rajaratnam in 1959. 
Xll 
1992, and is now a consultant of the Society. 
5.6 Madam Lim Ah Y eok, 
She came to Singapore from Malaya in the late 1950s. In 1961, she joined 
the PA as a volunteer part-time activity instructress (under the continuing 
education section). In 1962, she was recruited after the staff went on strike23 
and became one of the PA's full-time staff, as assistant director of a 
community centre. In the 1960s, she also danced in performances with other 
P A staff under the P A banner. 
In 1975, she joined the Cultural Section in the PA headquarters. Since then, 
she has been involved in organising and coordinating all cultural activities. 
One of the major cultural activities Mdm Lim is involved in annually, 
besides the 'PA Show Time', is the Chingay Procession during the Chinese 
New Year. 
5. 7 Madam Heng Lian Sim 
She joined the P A dance group in 1968 and was among the first batch of P A 
pioneer dancers. After dancing part-time for three years, she was recruited 
as a full-time dancer when the dance group became a full-time Dance 
Company. She stayed in the P A for eight years, from 1968 to 197 5, and was 
a senior dancer of the company when she left. During her time with the P A 
Dance Company, she received training mainly in Chinese dance, with also 
some training in Jazz, Contemporary and Ballet. She has represented 
Singapore m overseas performances in such places as Sri Lanka and 
Germany. 
For a period of time after Madam Wang left P A Dance Company, she helped 
in some schools in their extra curricula activities dance programme before 
she retired from dance in the 1980s. 
23 Chapter 5- Socio-Political Context, 55:20-22. 
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Appendix 6 
Cultural Organisers/Promoters 
6.1 The Ministry of Culture24 
The Ministry was created in 1959, "to channel popular thinking and feeling 
along national lines, and to re-organise the information services and the 
administration of mass media for the dissemination of information." 
(National Archive), after Singapore gained self-government. It was 
responsible for formulating policies that were concerned with cultural 
development and to create a common Malayan culture. With its information 
services it kept people informed of the broad aims and objectives of the 
government. It also administered the Singapore Cultural Foundation when it 
was established on December 11th 1978. 
The Ministry of Culture was absorbed into the Ministry of Community 
Development (MCD)25 on January 2nd 1985, and the information services 
were passed to the Ministry of Communications. When the Ministry of 
Information and the Arts (MITA) was created on November 28th 1990, the 
departments dealing with culture and the arts, among others, were 
transferred to this new ministry. 
6.2 The National Theatre Trust (NTT) 
The Trust was created at the end of 1960, initially to raise funds and to plan 
for the building of a National Theatre. Later, like the Ministry of Culture, it 
played the role of an organiser to promote the Malayan culture. Besides 
organising shows to earn its own funding, as it did not have any government 
subsidy, it also sponsored cultural shows. On April 5th 1966, a Cultural Sub-
Committee was formed to look into the promotion of Singapore culture by 
24 Guide to the sources of history in Singapore vol. 2, 17 & 43-44, National Archives; for Ministry of 
Culture. 
25 MCD was established on Jan znd 1985. It took over most of the functions of the former Ministzy of 
Culture, the former Ministzy of Social Affairs and the Secretariats of the Residents' Committees and 
Citizens Consultative Committees of the Prime Minister's Office. Guide to the sources of histozy in 
Singapore, vol. 1, 72, National Archives. 
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helping to organise performing arts classes in the National Theatre, and to 
establish contacts with local cultural organisations. 
The closure of the National Theatre was announced in January 1984, 
following the government decision to demolish it. The Ministry of Culture 
then put another theatre, the Kallang theatre, under the management of the 
National Theatre Trust. In February 1986, the NTT began operation from 
the Kallang Theatre. 
6.3 National Theatre Club 
Under the umbrella of the National Theatre Trust, the National Theatre 
Club26 was established on December 29th 1967. It was an independent, 
registered body with membership open to all performing arts enthusiasts. 
The aims of the Club, were to make the National Theatre a focal point for 
cultural activities, to promote interest in the performing arts and to make its 
ethnic cultural presentations a tourist attraction. The club provided a wide 
range of activities in orchestra, choir, dance and drama in all the ethnic 
forms. Within the Club, there was the Malay Dance Troupe, formed in 
1969, under the guidance of Encik Nongchik Ghani, the Indian Dance 
Troupe formed in 1972, under Mr K. P. Bhaskar, and the Chinese Dance 
Group formed in 1975, with Mdm. Lee Shu Fen. 
In 1968, after the forming of the National Theatre Orchestra, the National 
Theatre Chinese Orchestra and the National Theatre Choir, the National 
Theatre Company emerged. In September 1968, the Impresario Section was 
added to the company, to facilitate the presentation of official cultural 
missions and shows from overseas. In the following year, 1969, the 
National Theatre Dance Company was formed and in 1980 the National 
Theatre Chinese Dance Company (NTCDC) was formed. These groups 
were all part-time, but of semi-professional or professional standard. 
26 National Theatre Trust Annual Report 1967, 2. 
XV 
6.4 National Arts Council (NAC) 
In 1988, the then First Deputy Prime Minister Mr Goh Chok Tong asked that 
an Advisory Council on Culture and the Arts be set up to review the state of 
the arts and culture in Singapore. Based on the recommendation to the 
Advisory Council, the National Arts Council was established in September 
1991. The NAC absorbed the former Arts Division of the Ministry of 
Information and the Arts, the Singapore Cultural Foundation, the Festival of 
Arts Secretariat and the National Theatre Trust. 
The main function of the NAC is to develop and promote arts in Singapore. 
The present NAC comprises of five divisions: Grants, Arts Facilities, Arts 
Programmes, Community Support and Public affairs and Corporate 
Services. Under the Arts Programmes division, it organises arts festivals 
and other arts events, and acts as a co-ordinating body for local and overseas 
cultural groups. Financial assistance and other support services for arts 
groups and artistes are given through its Grants division. 
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Interviews 
Interviewee Date of Interview Time Place of Interview 
01. Mr Paul Abishegenaden 02.04.97 17:00-18:30 NUS campus, Guild House 
19.08.98 14:30-15:30 Residence 
02. Nongchi Ghani 30.01.97 14:30-15:30 Office 
18.02.97 14:30-15:30 Office 
14.03.97 14:00-15:00 Office 
30.07.98 14:00-15:30 Office 
03. Mdm Heng Lian Sim 21.01.97 10:00-11:30 Fast-food Restaurant 
27.07.98 11:00-11:15 Telephone Interview 
04. Mdm Leong How Chan 17.02.97 11:30-13:00 Hotel Lobby 
18.03.97 11:30-13:00 Hotel Lobby 
28.07.98 13:00-14:00 Restaurant 
05. Ms Lim Ah Yook 20.01.97 07:00-08:45 Office 
22.01.97 10:30-11:30 Office 
26.03.97 09:00-10:00 Office 
24.07.98 09:00-10:00 Office 
06. Mr I.S. Menon 29.08.96 15:00-15:45 Singapore Indian Fine Arts Society 
29.07.98 14:30-15:30 Singapore Indian Fine Arts Society 
30.07.98 11:00-12:00 Singapore Indian Fine Arts Society 
07. Neila Sathyalingam 13.08.96 11:00-12:00 Office 
18.08.96 10:00-12:00 Kallang Community Club 
01.04.97 11:00-12:00 Office 
20.08.98 09:30-1 0:00 Residence 
08. Mrs Sita 01.08.96 15:00-16:30 Singapore Indian Fine Arts Society 
05.08.96 10:00-11:00 Singapore Indian Fine Arts Society 
09. Mr Girish 01.08.96 15:00-16:30 Singapore Indian Fine Arts Society 
22.08.96 11:00-12:00 Singapore Indian Fine Arts Society 
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10. Ms V. Janaki 
11. Mr Ajit Bhaskaran Dass 
1{; 
01.08.96 
12.08.96 
29.08.97 
16:30-17:00 
14:30-15:30 
16:30-17:30 
Singapore Indian Fine Arts Society 
Residence 
Singapore Indian Fine Arts Society 
Interview 
Communities of Singapore, Part II - Indians 
Oral History Centre, National Archives 
Dance:-
Interviewee 
01. Bhasi, M K 
02. Fernandez, Sheila 
03. Komalavalee Soundara Rajan (Mrs) 
04. Madhavi Choy 
05. Nair Karunakaran 
06. Paran, T P (Dr) 
07. Purushothaman Thambyah 
08. Ramachandran Padmanabhan 
09. Raveendranadhan Narayanan 
1 0. Sadasivan Govindan 
11. Shah, Kantilal Jaminadas 
12. Singh, Mehervan 
13. Singh, Mohinder 
14. Singh, Niranjan 
15. Varathan, S 
Date of Interview 
05.09.85 
05.06.85 
17.10.91 
18.02.91 
07.07.90, 13.07.90 
17.07.85 
23.01.92 
21.12.90 
14.08.90, 16.08.90 
30.07.91 
24.07.87 
03.09.85 
15.07.85, 29.07.85 
17.09.84, 24.09.84 
13.03.90 
Place of Interview 
Residence 
Residence 
Residence 
Residence 
Balasubramaniam Temple 
Residence 
Residence 
Residence 
Jalan Kayu (shop) 
Residence 
Office 
Oral History Dept. 
Oral History Dept. 
Oral History Dept. 
Residence 
Reel Ace. no. Interviewer 
7 A 000590/09 Ng Chong Wang 
8 A 000569/11 Jenny Goh 
2 A 001319/04 Rajan Supramaniam 
3 A 001251/04 Rajan Supramaniam 
05, 09-10 A 001177/14 Rajan Supramaniam 
3 A 000581/17 Jenny Goh 
10 A 001342/20 Rajan Supramaniam 
13 A 001236/14 Rajan Supramaniam 
4, 5 A 001188/08 Rajan Supramaniam 
9 A 001295/10 Rajan Supramaniam 
5 A 000795/05 Daniel Chew 
65 A 000553/67 Pitt Kuan Wah 
44,49 A 000546/65 Pitt Kuan Wah 
47,51,53- A 000440/89 Pitt Kuan Wah 
54 
4 A 001 000/08* Daniel Chew 
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Migration to Singapore: -
Date of Interview Place of Interview Reel Ace. no. Interviewer 
01. Alfreds, Benjamin Ponnuthurai 27.02.84 ,16.& 23.04.84 Residence 21(24&27) A 000350/34 * Pitt Kuan Wah 
02. Amarasuriya, Mahindanath Shanthideva 12.12.84, 01.03.85 Colombo Court 01 ,05(06) A 000515/09 Pitt Kuan Wah 
03. Ambiavagar Velauthar 26.1 0.83, 02.11.83, Residence 15(02&04) B 000355/18* Pitt Kuan Wah 
15.02.84 
04. Bhojwani, Rupchand 27.07.84, 18.10.84 Oral History Dept. (02) 07 A 000452/08 Daniel Chew 
05. Chugani, Kishinchand 02.08.84 Colombo Court 1 A 000455/11 Daniel Chew 
06. Fernandez, John Sebastian 16.09.85 Residence 1 A 000609/11 Jenny Goh 
07. Jumabhoy, Rajabali 04.06.87 Office 1 A 000787/03* Daniel Chew 
08. Kanusamy 20.09.83 Oral History Unit 1 A 000081/28* Yeo Geok Lee 
09. Karmakar, Ronendra 18.10.83 Oral History Unit 10 A 000343/12* Pitt Kuan Wah 
10. Lalit Prasad Maheshawary 09.11.87 Imperial Hotel 4 A 000829/08 Lim Chiwen 
11. M M Mahaweera Mahanayaka Thera 13.01.84 Residence 20 A 000381/34 Yeo Geok Lee 
12. Pakriswamy Naidu Ramoo 14.10.87 Office 4 A 000827/12 Lim Chiwen 
13. Pathy, T R S 30.12.83 Residence 6 A 000360/15 Pitt Kuan Wah 
14. Rajan, Soundara 24.11.87 Oral History Dept. 03&04 A 000845/23 Lim Chiwen 
15. Sayampanathan, S. R (Dr.) 24.04.85 Residence 1 A 000552/10 Jenny Goh 
16. Singh, Mohindor 08.04.85, 24.06.85 Oral History Dept. 02,32&33 A 000546/65 Pitt Kuan Wah 
17. Singh, Seva 18.04.84 Residence 13 A 000418/22 Pitt Kuan Wah 
18. Thatchana Moorthi, T. 14.01.89 Residence 1 A 000990/02 N. Rakunathan 
19. Valuppillar s/o Pandarapillar 07.02.84 Residence 46 A 000339/55* Pitt Kuan Wah 
20. Vijayarengan, N 20.02.89 Residence 1 A 001002/02 N. Rakunathan 
21. Visvalingam Kandiah 02.11.83 Oral History Unit 1 A 000356/16 Daniel Chew 
Communities of Singapore, Part Ill- Malays 
Joget:-
Interviewee Date of Interview Place of Interview Reel Ace. no. Interviewer 
01. Abdul Latiff bin Ahmad 02.01.88 Residence 4 A 000902/10 Mohd. Yusoff Ahmad 
02. Abdullah bin Ahmad 07.11.84 Pulau Tekong 02,03 A 000512/20 Aziam Ismail 
03. Abu Talib bin Ally 16.01.91 Residence 3 A 001216/11* Abdul Ghani Hamid 
04. Awang bin Osman 15.08.84, 26.08.84 Residence 08,22 A 000319/30* Mohd. Yusoff Ahmad 
05. Hamid bin Ahmad (Haji) 09.03.88 Residence 5 A 000960/05* Mohd. Yusoff Ahmad 
06. Hamzah bin Haji Hussein (Haji) 22.01.88 Residence 9 A 000900/09 Mohd. Yusoff Ahmad 
07. Hashim bin Ismail 23.07.86 Residence 05,06 A 000709/12 Mohd. Yusoff Ahmad 
08. Ja'afar bin Mohamad Som (Haji) 23.02.87 Residence 2 A 000807/17 Mohd. Yusoff Ahmad 
09. Jalil bin Kerip 30.07.90 Residence 05,06 A 001176/06 Mohd. Yusoff Ahmad 
10. Lasa bin Ismail 08.05.90 Residence 3 B 001160/08 Mohd. Yusoff Ahmad 
11. Maimunah bte Haji Mohd Ali 10.08.85 Residence 14 A 000457/14 Mohd. Yusoff Ahmad 
12. Shadat Kadarisman bin Haran 09.05.86 Residence 16 A 000710/16 Mohd. Yusoff Ahmad 
Wayang Kulit: -
01. Lamion Ahmad Ishak 08.06.88 Residence 7 A 000928/07 Aminah Omar 
02. Mohamed Sidek bin Siraj (Haji) 13.05.91 Residence 4 A 001255/06* Daniel Chew 
03. Mohammad Noor bin Kadir Ambon 09.06.88 Residence 8 A 000915/10 Aminah Omar 
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20 
Migration: -
01. Abu Talib bin Ally 07.02.91 Residence 7 A001216/11* Abdul Ghani Hamid 
02. Asmawi bin Mohammad 26.04.89 Residence 3 A 001024/08 Tan Su Yen 
03. Buang bin Masadin (Haji) 20.09.84 Residence 2 A 000478/15 Mohd. Yusoff Ahmad 
04. Kintan bin Muhammad 17.10.91 Residence 1 A001313/05 Abdul Ghani Hamid 
05. Mohamad Sadi bin Mohamad(Haji) 28.03.85 Residence 13 A 000502/17 Mohd. Yusoff Ahmad 
06. Mohammad bin Junid 01.11.89 Residence 1 A 001098/03 Mohd. Yusoff Ahmad 
07. Othman bin Haji Karim (Haji) 26.05.89 Residence 1 B 001051/03 Mohd. Yusoff Ahmad 
08. Salim bin Mohammad Rais 12.04.88 Residence 1 A 000959/12 Mohd. Yusoff Ahmad 
09. Shadat KG!darisman bin Haran 09.05.86 Residence 15 A 000710/16 Mohd. Yusoff Ahmad 
Ministry of Culture File 
MC 
MC 
MC 
MC 
MC 
MC 
20/59 
24/59 
24/59: II 
81/59 
91/59 
92/59 
93/59 
93/59: I 
97/59 
97/59: I 
129/59 
162/59:1-4 
163/59 
171/59 
176/59 
Commonwealth Weeks 
Biographical Notes 
Printing of Biographical Notes 
Indonesian Cultural Mission 
AR 001 
AR 004 
Outdoor Cultural Shows Organised by the Ministry 
Requests/suggestions/complaints from the members of the public 
Straits Times directory of Singapore & Malaya 
AR 005 
Societies Registration/Exemption 
List of Societies registered under the Societies Ordinance (chap 228) 
Radio & Television Programmes 
Distribution of Gazettes 
Commemoration of Anniversaries great personalities 
Open Air Stages Constitution 
AR 006 
AR 008 
Exchange of Cultural Programmes with neighbouring countries 
AR 009 
MC 182/59 Major Project on Mutual appreciation of Eastern & Western Culture 
MC 
MC 
187/59: I National Theatre Fund 
206/59 
207/59 
213/59 
213/59: I 
264/59 
Colony Annual Report 1957 
Singapore Annual Report 1958 
Aneka Ragam Ra'ayat --of Cultural Matters 
Aneka Ragam Ra'ayat --questions for oral answer 
Introduction to Singapore, 1960 
AR 010 
AR 011 
AR 014 
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MC 311/59 
311/59:1-IV National Loyalty Week Celebration 
313/59 
313/59: I Five year development programme 
AR 015 
MC 321/59 Singapore Cultural Advisory Council 
330/59 Permanent Producer/Manager of Aneka Ragam Ra'ayat 
349/59 Handbook in Broadcasting services in the colonies 
356/59 The Singapore Ballet Group 
AR 016 
MC 386/59 New Year Broadcast by H. E. Yang di Pertuan Negara 
AR 017 
MC 394/59 Singapore Cultural Advisory Council ... 
411/59 Events and Anniversaries 
AR 018 
MC 420/59 Entertainment by the Minister for Culture 
425/59 Government Directory 1960 
427/59 Programming of development work 1962 
AR 019 
MC 438/59 Weekly Newspaper & other publications 
451/59 International Film Festival 
451/59: II 
460/59 Ministry of Culture Estimate 1961 
AR 020 
MC 472/59 Perspawarna Singapore 
AR 021 
MC 503/59 Fortnightly Concerts by Radio 
532/59 Recruitment of Artists 
AR 022 
MC 581/59 State Annual Report 1959 
582/59 Loan of services of an Angklung expert from Indonesia 
582/59: I 
600/59 Microfilming of Newspapers & documents in the Archives 
613/59 Cultural Advisory Council 
619/59 National Theatre Flag Day 
22 
MC 
MC 
MC 
MC 
MC 
MC 
620/59 
632/59 
665/59 
700/59 
727/59 
734/59 
740/59 
740/59: 4 
763/59 
773/59 
778/59 
793/59 
815/59 
834/59 
840/59 
848/59 
857/59 
Merdeka Films 
AR 023 
Survey of Organisation ... 
AR 024 
National Day Celebrations 
AR 025 
Obstacles impeding the exportation & importation of works by living artists 
National Day Essay & Song Contests 
Matters relating to the Hong Lim Park Regional Theatre 
Visit the Orient Year, 1961 
Orient Year Photographic Exhibition & Fair, October 1 to 14, 1960 
Public Entertainment Ordinance no.: 40/58 
Dewan Bahasa Dan Kebundayaan Kebangsaan 
(Institute of National Language & Culture) 
"UNESCO"- Orient- A survey of films produced in countries 
of Arab & Asian culture 
International Fair & Exhibition 
AR 027 
International Beauty Pageant, Long Beach, California 4th - 14th August, 1960 
Variety Concerts, Stage Shows etc. referred for comments 
Commonwealth Institute 
"Forum on the Air'' 
South-East Asia Cultural Festival 
AR 028 
AR 029 
857/59: 1-111 South-East Asia Cultural Festival - Programme subcommittee 
- Publicity subcommittee 
865/59 
865/59: 1 
Aneka Ragam Ra'ayat 
- Film productions 
AR 030 
MC 865/59:2, 4&5 
MC 891/59 
897/59 
908/59 
AR 031 
Children Festival in aid of National Theatre Fund 
Singapore Teachers Union Youth Cultural Festival Competition -1960 
Musical Evening Shows organised by Ministry of Culture 
23 
911/59 Use of Cultural Centre Theatre 
AR 032 
MC 920/59 Cultural Mission to Borneo Territories proposed scheme 
920/59: I Cultural Mission to Indonesia 
924/59 Cultural Festival 
924/59: I Cultural Festival1961 
935/59 Proposed floating cultural hall at Kallang Park 
AR 033 
MC 980/59 Tagore centenary Celebrations 
983/59 Office of the Singapore Trade & Cultural representative in Djakarta 
988/59 Victoria Theatre & Memorial Hall estimates - 1961 
994/59 Planning activities to develop the Fine Arts in Singapore 
1035/59 Alhambra Theatre; proposal to take over 
MC 1041/59 Biographical Notes 
1042/59 New York World Fair, 1964-65 
001/61 Org.Sec. 70's (Victoria Theatre & Memorial Hall) 
004/61 International Fair- Manila 
005/61 6th Annual Spring Show 
MC 18/61 National Theatre Trust meeting 
18/61:2,5-7 
MC 
MC 
28/61 Booking of the Singapore Badminton Hall for Cultural Shows 
49/61 National Day Celebrations 1961 
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